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This dissertation explains why intrastate conflicts may persist beyond the 

point where agreements are expected. I argue that the prolongation of certain 

conflicts may be tied to the character of the groups involved in them, and 

ultimately to the source of their finances. All groups seek primarily to preserve 

themselves and to fulfill the aspirations of their members. In intrastate conflicts, 

groups exhibit one of two characters depending on their orientations: calculative 

or emotional. Calculative groups are primarily profit-oriented; emotional groups 

are driven primarily by the desire to demand redress of the grievances of the 

community to which they belong.  
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Calculative groups may hinder the pursuit of any feasible agreement. 

There may be no agreements that would allow such groups to preserve themselves, 

and their members to continue to receive tangible benefits. Fighting remains 

necessary for groups to maintain control over what I call “profitable” and 

“strategic” territories, which are used for the extraction and commercialization of 

resources that have a high value in the international market (primarily because of 

their illegal nature).  However, in the absence of viable formal agreements, 

informal and local agreements are sought, instead. These aim at minimizing the 

costs associated with fighting (between opponents), while increasing the violence 

against challenging members of the organization, and against civilians as a proxy, 

as a way to neutralize possible opposition, as a form of coercion, and as a means 

to financial gains. 

The corollary to the argument is that, if the costs of fighting are low and 

the benefits remain high for all the groups involved in the fighting, an 

“institutionalized” systemic incentive to preserve the status quo arises. Because 

every group and its members are at least content with the status quo, there are no 

strong incentives to reach any formal compromise. In sum, the solution to the 

puzzle of conflict duration is quite counterintuitive; certain conflicts, though 

prolonged, may not be costly for those that are involved in them. Contrary to 
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common sense, violence and fighting in these cases are the norm rather than the 

aberration. I test this argument in the Colombian environment. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

The Colombian Problematic:  A Case of Its Own or a Trend? 

“As if to illustrate that Hobbesian principle -“I protect, thus I oblige”- as 
the raison d’etre -the cogito- of the state, he who cannot provide protection 
loses his right to receive obedience.”  

Fernando Cubides (99:119)   
 

Colombia has endured more than fifty years of internal conflict 

perpetrated by guerrilla and paramilitary organizations as well as the state. Many 

wonder: Why do opponents continue to fight in Colombia instead of seeking 

serious ways toward peace? What purpose do high levels of violence in Colombia 

serve? Indeed, why do certain conflicts seem interminable? Some have looked for 

possible answers in poverty and inequality, others in the exclusionary political 

system, others yet in balance of power and credibility issues.  While solutions that 

reflect the influence of these theories have been enacted, none of them has proven 

successful in bringing Colombia closer to peace. Recently, renewed negotiations 

have provided hope for Colombians that their country may some day have peace. 

In the mean time, fighting and violence continue.  

The Colombian conflict presents a puzzle wrapped in a paradox. The 

puzzle is that Colombia is an ethnically and religiously homogeneous country 

with rich and highly productive lands. Indeed, usually protracted conflict is 

associated either with poor countries where groups have to fight over limited 
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resources, such as in Sudan, or with countries where fundamental ethnic or racial 

differences abound, such as in Nigeria and the former Yugoslavia. In Colombia 

neither is the case. The puzzle becomes even greater when one considers that the 

ideological reasons which certain groups claim motivate their fight, have lost 

appeal and support with the fall of the Soviet Union. Thus, one asks, do ideals and 

ideology or other grievances really motivate this conflict?   

The paradox is that politicians and academics alike continue to speculate 

on misguided solutions to bring the conflict to an end. These are based on 

examples offered by countries with widely different experiences. Moreover, these 

are discussed and implemented without first seeking to understand the character 

of the groups involved in the conflict, and “what they are all about”. Some, caught 

in the frenzy of the negotiations, do not ponder on these questions. Others, 

perhaps the majority, assume them away inducing the character of the opponent 

groups from the rigidity of historical precedents. Thus, they fundamentally 

believe that opponent groups fight in pursuit of a grand ideal, a mutually 

acceptable political arrangement, or for political power with the final goal of 

enhancing the socio-political position of the people they claim to represent. In fact, 

questioning the character of opponent groups is essential to understanding the 

current conflict. Only after this exercise is completed can viable solutions to the 

conflict be sought. My dissertation attempts to fill this important niche. 
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 I argue that certain conflicts may be prolonged because no feasible 

agreement between opponents exists. I explain that the high financial capacity of 

certain groups affects the character of their organization, alters their goals and 

inhibits the likelihood of negotiating an end to the conflict.  There may be no 

agreements that would allow such groups to survive unchanged and their 

members to continue to receive tangible benefits in exchange for their 

participation. However, in the absence of viable formal agreements and given the 

high costs of sustained conflict, informal and local agreements may be sought, 

instead. These aim at maintaining the status quo by minimizing the fighting 

between opponents, which can be quite costly, while increasing the violence 

against challenging members of their organizations, and against civilians as a 

proxy, as a way to neutralize opposition, as a form of coercion, and as a way to 

achieve financial gains.  

In these cases stalemates can continue for years with relatively little 

change in the battlefield. However, differently from cases of stalemates that 

produce elevated costs for at least one opponent, which are believed to stimulate 

sincere attempts at negotiating1, in these cases no strong incentive to negotiate 

exists. Ironically, the prolongation of the conflict creates the opportunity for new 

opponents to rise and new forms of violence to develop. Finally, subversive 

groups can become like parasites, which attempt to destroy the state (i.e., body) 
                                                 
1 See Zartaman (93) and Pillar (83) 
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but ultimately need the state in order to survive themselves; at the same time, the 

state attempts to fight them, but cannot eliminate them because they are necessary 

for its well being (i.e., necessary bacteria).   

 

THE LITERATURE AND THE PUZZLE 
 The ubiquitous nature of conflict in time and space has sparked the 

interests of sociologists, economists, psychologists, political scientists and even 

anthropologists for centuries, producing a vast array of theories that support, 

complement, sometimes overlap, and often debunk one another.  Recently, the fall 

of the Soviet Union has focused much of the scholarly debate on intrastate 

conflicts producing new and interesting ideas. Today, two bodies of literature 

seem to dominate the discourse on intrastate conflicts. I refer to them as the 

“Greed vs. Grievance Literature” and the “Conflict Literature”. 

However, Colombian academics and policymakers have been reticent at 

evaluating how these theories may influence the traditional perception of the 

conflict in their Country. Below, I review how the Colombian academic literature 

and press understand the conflict. In the following pages, I will discuss how the 

greed vs. grievance and conflict literature may contribute to informing the 

academic and political debate.  

 



 5 

The Colombian literature 
 The majority of the Colombian literature 2  reflects a traditional socio-

historical approach to the study of violence. The underdevelopment of the field of 

political science in Colombia has lead sociologists and historians to fill the 

academic vacuum; hence the tendency to describe violence through suggestive 

analysis of local phenomena, de-emphasizing the need to synthesize and theorize. 

The explanatory focus is centered on institutions and social processes, which 

means that insurgencies are by and large perceived as “democratizing forces” 

(Sanchez, 2002; Duran, 1992) in an institutional system that is still closed or 

practically unavailable as a mediator of social conflict.  

 Recent events such as the passage of a new constitution in 1991, the 

failure of three different sets of peace negotiations in the 1980s and 1990s, 

denunciations of the corruption of the state, and the progressive intrusion of 

subversive groups into the business of narcotics, have obligated some scholars to 

go beyond the traditional explicatory patterns of closure of the state and 

grievances, and venture out to find new explanations for the violence.  

However, the lack of theoretical reference and frameworks, and the overall 

murkiness of the Colombian conflict have rendered this task arduous, leading 

scholars to ultimately fall back onto traditional interpretative schemes. Below, I 

summarize the traditional literature on intrastate conflict and show that much of 

                                                 
2 By this I mean the literature produced in Colombia. 
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the Colombian literature still falls within those parameters. Then I present a few 

innovative works that have attempted to find new frames of reference to interpret 

current events in the country.     

  

Grievances   
Perhaps, grievances are the most intuitively appealing cause of intrastate 

conflict. Conflicts are almost always explained in the media and popularly as the 

result of some actual or perceived wrongdoing of one group onto another, and the 

other’s response to render “justice”.  The concept is so familiar that it is virtually 

unquestioned. The “grievance” literature was predominant in the 1960s when the 

modernization school that informs it achieved much attention in the scholarly 

world. In its most generic version, this argues that macro socio-economic changes 

cause conflict because they mobilize people into politics, but the political system 

is not capable or willing to accommodate those who mobilize3.  

The fact that the majority of conflicts do occur in developing countries 

seems to support this thesis.  For example, recent literature connects the roots of 

violence in Colombia to past and present grievances regarding land ownership (Le 

Grand, 92 Medina, 92), and labor relations (Berquist,92) . Sanchez (2002) 

fundamentally explains violence today as “the internal imbalance in these regions, 

                                                 
3 See for example, Gurr, 70; Davies, 62; Johnson, 66 and Huntington, 68 



 7 

the corrosive coexistence of prosperity and poverty, and the sense of injustice 

which results [from these]” (Sanchez, 2002:5). Similarly, Marco Palacios (95) 

explains violence as a process of modernization where the state encroaches upon 

new lands extending the reach of capitalism without providing the services and 

opportunities that are required for its success. So, for example, individuals are 

stimulated to embrace market economies but do not have the appropriate 

transportation system to facilitate the process.     

However, while this theory may explain the roots of the Colombian 

conflict particularly in La Violencia, it does not explain why the conflict 

continues despite the fact that the state institutions are more representative, and 

political participation is open to diverse sectors of society.  

 

Incapability or unwillingness of the state to satisfy grievances 
According to another prominent theory most often associated with the 

work of Theda Skocpol (89)4, grievances per se do not cause conflict, certain 

states do.  Regimes that are closed or weak exclude large part of the population 

from participating, leaving the benefits of forming part of the state entirely in the 

hands of a few people.  In fact, the more exclusionary the regime, the more threat 

for conflict there is primarily because multiple and diverse social forces are 

                                                 
4 See also Tarrow (89;91) and Tilly (73) 
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stimulated to unite against the state 5 . Ultimately, the state is the cause of 

grievances. 

This theory finds support in the writings of Che Guevara and Regis 

Debray (67). According to these, it is senseless to start a revolution in a 

democracy because rebels can never receive the needed support and following. In 

fact, the only two successful revolutions in Latin America were undertaken 

against authoritarian regimes in Nicaragua and Cuba where dictators (Somoza and 

Batista respectively) held the control of the state, excluding and often alienating 

even the most privileged classes.  

The experience of the National Front 6  in Colombia rendered the 

participation of the citizens completely irrelevant for the conduct of politics, and 

isolated the polity from any change and democratization. The formation of the 

guerrilla movements during this period has often (and validly) been associated 

with the lack of representational opportunity (Leongomez, 96).  It follows that 

violence in Colombia has been understood as the consequence of a closed 

political system that could be “opened up” only through violence and the 

consequent democratization of the state.  

                                                 
5 See also Dix (84 )  
6 The National Front was the agreement that concluded the civil war known as La Violencia, 
which took place between 1946 and 1953. According to this agreement power would be shared 
between two political parties, the Liberals and the Conservatives exclusively.  
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While this theory may well explain the reasons why conflict continued 

even after the end of La Violencia in Colombia, it cannot explain why conflict 

continues today despite the fact that the state has become more open and 

democratic.  In fact, a number of guerrilla organizations such as the Quintin Lame 

and the M-19 have demobilized and actually obtained political standing as part of 

the negotiating agreement that was partially integrated into the Constitution of 91.  

 

Innovations within tradition 
A number of innovative recent works (Uprimny, 2002; Deas and Daza, 95; 

Deas and Llorente, 2000; Rubio, 96), have concluded that institutional reforms 

may be only a necessary but not a sufficient factor to end violence. They argue 

that what Colombia needs in order to reach peace is not necessarily a process of 

democratization (such as others do) but rather a process of institutionalization that 

would render the state efficient in the provision of law and order.  According to 

these writings, high levels of corruption, have facilitated the prolongation of 

conflict as traditionally political bands have become intertwined with an ever 

more dispersed criminality further stretching the capacity to the state to respond.  

Other works (Sanchez, 2002; Bergquiest, 2002; Rangel, 98) have also 

mentioned the relevance of economic factors in the Colombian conflict today; 

however, they seem unsure as to their relative importance in terms of the 
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termination of the conflict or in the description of subversive groups. For example, 

in an attempt to compare the Thousand Day war to the intrastate conflict of today, 

Bergquiest (2002) underlines that significant tangible incentives stimulated the 

prolongation of violence in the past which lead negotiators to include hefty 

bonuses as part of the peace agreement, but then he weakly concludes (in 

reference to the actual conflict) that achieving effective institutional reforms as 

part of a negotiation is an improbable outcome (Bergquiest, 2002:200).  Thus, the 

economic dimension of conflict remains an (untheorized) appendix more than an 

integral part of their discussion. At the end, all three authors explain that “the 

Colombian guerrilla continues to remain quite permeated in a Marxist inspired 

social change and worldview” (Rangel, 98:153).   

Finally, some (Echandia,99; 2002; Cubides, 2002; Sanchez, 2001) have 

underlined more directly the relationship between the presence of armed groups, 

greed as a motivator of violence, and the presence of high levels of violence; 

however little or no explanations were provided on the purpose of violence today 

or on the reasons why fighting  persists. These studies, though exceptional and 

innovative in the Colombian scholarly environment aim at providing correlation 

rather than causation. 
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The Greed versus Grievance literature 
 The theories that contribute to this literature propose that greed motivates 

violence and instigates revolutions. According to these theories, individuals seek 

to achieve the control over valuable resources such as the state (and its revenues) 

or areas rich in natural resources, which have a high value in external markets. To 

achieve this end, they organize or enlist armies to fend off potential competitors 

who may also seek to profit from the control over the same valuable resources. It 

follows that the prolongation of conflict is due to the pursuit of greed. In other 

words, this argument advances the hypothesis that violence has an “economic 

function” (Keen, 98) and not an (exclusively) political one as traditional theories 

have assumed.   

Recent literature offers empirical and theoretical support for the 

hypothesis that greed motivates violence (Reno, 98; Herbst, 2000; Clapham, 98; 

Keen 98; Kalyvas, 2001 among others). Moreover, a number of recent empirical 

studies conducted by the World Bank have concluded that economic factors such 

as low per capita GDP and wide unemployment or sub-employment is 

consistently correlated to high levels of organized violence (Collier and Hoeffler, 

99). This indicates that the lack of highly remunerated alternative employment 

may lead certain individuals to risk episodes of violence in their competition to 

exploit available resources, and others to work for them in exchange for 
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compensation. Finally, other studies indicate that countries with a presence of 

highly valued natural resources, such as precious stones and oil are significantly 

more likely to experience conflict than others (Collier and Hoeffler, 99; Hyndra 

de Soysa, 2000)7.   

This approach was born in opposition to sociological explanations of 

violence that were predominant in the seventies. As I mentioned above, these 

view violence and conflict as a response to grievances such as inequality or 

discrimination that certain groups held against the state.  In fact, a number of 

studies suggest that grievance may be a consequence of conflict rather than the 

cause of it. For example, Collier and Hoeffler (99; 2000) argue that grievances 

such as revenge against groups or individuals and ethnic or religious divisions are 

significant explanations for the continuation of violence, but are not significant 

causes of violence. Keen (98; 2000) also argues that grievance is a reaction to the 

violence used by the state or political elites in their effort to promote their 

economic interests. Examples of this (top-down) violence are the exploitation of 

the workforce, repression of labor movements or peasant leagues, and invasion of 

lands that are already colonized.  

According to this theory, the pursuit of greed as a motivation for violence 

is not limited to strongmen who seek to acquire invaluable quantities of material 

                                                 
7  Collier and Hoeffler (99) find that countries with high endowments are over four times more 
likely to experience war than others. 
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goods, but it extends to every member of the organization that the strongmen form 

to accomplish their goals.  Considering the role of greed in violence allows one to 

explain why individuals participate in collective action even in cases where 

collective goods or a privileged compensation at the end of the conflict are 

uncertain (Hardin, 95), and in any case, remote in the future8.  In fact, this 

economic explanation of violence accommodates the possibility that members 

hide behind the strength of the organizational apparatus and pay themselves 

through looting (Keen, 98; Collier and Hoeffler, 2000), or receive material goods 

from their leaders in exchange for their collaboration (Lichbach, 94). 

There are three important questions that remain unanswered at this point, 

and for which these theories provide partial answers. First, even though numerous 

studies have identified greed as a fundamental motivation in intrastate conflict, 

does the idea that individuals partake in extreme violence simply for profit really 

make sense? Moreover (and perhaps more significantly), is it feasible for 

individuals to submit themselves to potentially great dangers for a paycheck or for 

the opportunity to loot? Second, why does greed seem to be a more prominent 

motivation today than in the past? Third, even though violence may have an 

important economic function, why don’t opponents find a negotiated solution to 

the conflict by reaching a mutually acceptable agreement on the division of the 

resources so as to avoid the costs involved with conflict?  Below, I present the 
                                                 
8 Grievance-based theories had great difficulty in solving the collective action puzzle. 
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answers given by the literature and discuss how my dissertation will clarifies and 

question certain assumptions while providing alternative explanations.. 

 

First question: Why do people die for greed? 
Theories that champion greed as the fundamental motivation in pursuing 

violence often have to look for other explanations to justify the prolongation of 

conflict (Collier and Hoeffle, 99). The hypothesis that greed motivates individuals 

to engage in violence for profit cannot easily explain why individuals continue to 

participate even when they realize that they are risking their lives. Furthermore, it 

is not clear why individuals do not leave when they have accumulated substantial 

sums of money since they cannot enjoy it in the battlefield. 

A limited number of recent studies (Herbst, 2000; and Abdullah and 

Muana, 98) argue that the motivations for participating in violent groups are 

varied. Economic incentives provide only a partial explanation for why people 

join and remain in violent groups. For example, the membership of the RUF has 

been described as one where potential members were “despairing at the economic 

and political exclusion but bristling with an overweening determination for self 

advancement and prosperity.” (Abdullah and Muana, 2000: 178).  

These studies argue that coercion and ideology are also important 

motivators for joining. For example, members may be trained to think that their 
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actions have a higher meaning than inflicting pain on their opponents or on 

civilians. Combatants of the RUF in Sierra Leone, similarly to the FARC in 

Colombia, believe that they must fight to liberate their country’s resources from 

foreign businesses (Capham, 98:279), though the foreign businesses may actually 

be stimulated by their activity and in alliance with the leaders9. According to these, 

coercion is also an important incentive to prolong the conflict. Often times 

individuals are banned from leaving the organization or from returning to their 

villages, so their only option is to continue to fight.  

My dissertation contributes to further develop this response in three ways. 

First, I show that other motivations for participation in violent groups are also at 

play, besides a twisted use of ideology and coercion. These are:  the possession of 

arms, the access to women, the thrill of danger, a certain rebelliousness, an 

opportunity for personal vengeance and the need of protection. An important 

motivation for individuals to remain in violent groups is also the opportunity to 

acquire status in their social environment (as well as cash) by climbing the 

organizational structure.  I call these socio-psychological motivations because 

they are determined by the social environment within which these individuals 

interact as well as by the individuals’ particular personality.   

Second, I link the individual motivations to the character of the 

organization by using certain insights from Herbst’s (2000) hypothesis that 
                                                 
9 For example diamonds 
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weaker states lead to the formation of predominantly greed-motivated bands and 

from the military concept of unit cohesion, and Keen’s (98) observations on the 

conduct of (a “functional”) warfare in a number of countries in Africa. I then offer 

insights on how and why the character of an organization may affect the duration 

of conflict arguing that individuals in groups with a high financial capacity (which 

I call calculative groups) may have incentives to prolong the conflict because (in 

the absence of agreements) they can continue to acquire tangible benefits (socio-

psychological and economic incentives) without having to suffer great costs as a 

consequence. 

Third, the literature does not differentiate between the motivations of the 

members and the motivation of the group as a whole. The general assumption 

seems to be that the organization exists only to serve the purposes of its 

integrants10. I use insights from gang theory to argue that groups seek to survive 

primarily, and to fulfill the needs of their members secondarily. The implications 

of this idea are twofold: on one hand, it reveals that the motivations the 

organization chooses to fulfill may vary depending on the probability of the group 

to survive; on the other hand, the primary aim of protecting the organization may 

explain why certain organizations seem to “never die” even if they no longer 

seem to have a reason for existing either (e.g., ETA in Spain; IRA in Ireland; Red 
                                                 
10 Collier and Hoeffler (2000) acknowledge that there may be a difference between individual 
goals and the goals of an organization, but do not take this difference into consideration stating  
that even if an organization is motivated by grievance, greed may motivate its members.  
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Brigades in Italy). Finally, my dissertation attempts to differentiate the 

motivations of the leaders from those of the followers, while the literature (that I 

have explored) seldom makes this distinction.  

 

Second question: Why is greed more prominent today?  
 The importance of economic factors in intrastate conflicts has puzzled 

scholars who have traditionally coded struggles between the state and sub-

national groups as rebellions. Traditionally these were considered as being 

motivated by ideological, political and social factors. Thus, the evidence 

presented by theories in the Greed versus Grievance literature has to be reconciled 

with the past. What has changed that made rebel organizations and the state seek 

to fulfill economic motivations? The fact that studies have consistently found that 

grievance motivates participation in violent groups, implies that scholars were 

either wrong or oblivious to a deeper reality11, since it is unlikely that human 

motivations change, and so radically in a few years.  

The Greed Vs. Grievance Literature offers a number of answers as to why 

profit-seeking has become so outwardly predominant in domestic conflicts. One 

answer (Reno, 98; Kaplan, 94) is that the end of the Cold War and economic 

liberalization are largely responsible for changes in the means to pursue wealth. 

                                                 
11 Noticeable exceptions are Olson (64), Popkin (79), Lichbach (94) 
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First, with the end of the Cold War, states stopped receiving foreign financial 

contributions, which had allowed leaders to pay off potential opponents and to 

operate on clientelism. Consequently, leaders no longer have ample cash flows to 

bribe competitors. At the same time liberalization policies forced leaders to 

downsize the bureaucracy of the state reducing the availability of profitable 

employment and side opportunities for many while making the competition for a 

few jobs fiercer.  

Moreover, the end of the Cold War made the state more vulnerable to 

attacks from competitors because it reduced the potential intervention of foreign 

troops in support of the government. Thus, while in the past sub-national groups 

remained subdued, now they no longer have to. Greed may be a clearer 

motivation because the fight for profit has become more outwardly visible since it 

can no longer be financed through external funds.  

A second explanation (Reno, 98) for the prominence of the economic 

motivation is the development of global commerce and the intense interaction 

between foreign firms that are interested in exploiting the natural resources, which 

abound in these countries, and local groups that perhaps have traditionally 

controlled certain areas.  According to this explanation, the availability of 

commercial routes and channels to the outside has provided the opportunity for 

embryonic leaders and strongmen to develop profitable businesses.  



 19 

According to a third explanation (Herbst, 2000; Kaplan, 94), the 

progressive weakness of state institutions is ultimately responsible for the 

development of profit-seeking organizations. The strength of the state determines 

whether a group needs to have good combatants to defend the control over the 

territory, or whether a group can dedicate itself primarily to looting while fighting 

becomes only a secondary matter. It follows that the weakening of the state 

institutions, which may be a consequence of the end of the Cold War, is a 

principal cause of why economic motivations seem to be dominant in domestic 

conflicts today.  

The end of the Cold War and liberalization policies has not affected the 

Colombian government in the way described by the theories described above. Yet, 

the Colombian insurgency seems to be more profit-oriented today than several 

decades ago. The reason for the predominance of economics may be tied to the 

flexible character of all organizations. Organizations seek primarily to preserve 

themselves, which means that once formed they aim at maintaining themselves.  

When they expect their financial resources to dwindle, they seek 

alternative means of financing their activities, and offer incentives for 

participation to their members. Thus, organizations will recruit members who can 

advance the financial aims of the organization, which then causes the motivation 

of the membership to change. At the same time, external changes like the demise 
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of the Marxist paradigm undermined the ideological motivations of many, 

reducing the emotional commitment of the members to the organization. Thus, the 

diminishing strength of politico-ideological incentives rendered, by default, 

economic motivations stronger.  

 

Third question: Why don’t opponents come to an agreement? 
According to the Greed vs. Grievance Literature, violence is a 

consequence of individual greed. Violence has an economic function (Keen, 

2000). The economic functions of violence as they are understood in this 

literature can be grouped into two camps. On one hand, violence must be used to 

steal, intimidate, or coerce individuals or groups to accommodate the will of a 

strongman  (sometimes referred to as warlord) or its army to control valued 

resources. On the other hand, violence is also used to describe the force utilized 

by an individual or group to defeat other groups or individuals that are perceived 

as competitors for the control of the state. In this sense violence is used as 

synonymous of fighting.   

Explaining violence as simply a tool of business raises two objections: 

first, it does not explain why opponents have to fight to control certain resources; 

second, it is not clear why opponents do not find an agreement to stop the fighting.  
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A basic argument in much of the literature (Reno, 98; Collier and Hoeffler, 

2000) is that strongmen and their armies fight against one another over the control 

of the state. As mentioned earlier, the reason behind the acrimonious competition 

is the lack of state resources to intimidate or pay off potential competitors. 

According to this interpretation, the government of Sierra Leone, for example, 

should seek to defeat the RUF rebels so as to conquer diamond rich areas, and 

RUF should want to defeat the government. Indeed, they fight against one another 

to achieve through the use of force concessions that presumably neither would 

otherwise be able to achieve through negotiations.  

One unclear aspect of the conflict is why rebels would actually want to 

achieve the control of the state, since controlling certain (other) areas allows them 

to achieve significant resources, while the state may actually be less economically 

desirable than in the past12.  Moreover, controlling the state for rebel groups may 

be a nuisance as the organization would have to perform tasks of governance, 

albeit minimal, that it would normally not have to perform. For example, Reno 

(98) explains that the leaders of weak states are in a constant struggle to satisfy 

their exterior lenders while attempting to protract their hold on power internally. 

Indeed, I can think of only one case in which the state in a country endowed with 

natural resources could be an important asset in the absence of foreign support; 
                                                 
12 Certain states in Africa, for example, have experienced a reduction in their tax base as the 
continent traversed severe economic challenges in the 90s. Furthermore, the financial aid which 
supported much of their bureaucracy during the Cold War has declined. 
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that is, if the state controls industries that require advanced know how, such as oil, 

that could hardly be run by uneducated rebels. However, even in this eventuality 

it is not clear why rebels who control or have the possibility to control other rich 

areas would want to or need to also control the state. 

Nor is it immediately clear why either would aim to control the entire 

national territory since: a) neither has the support of the people, thus additional 

competitor or rebel groups are likely to arise; b) both have significant amount of 

cash which leaders can enjoy; c) the population or elite groups would require 

them to provide the minimum services expected by a state, hence to alter their 

character in order to survive in power. 

Another unclear aspect of conflict as described by the Greed vs. Grievance 

Literature is why the levels of violence are so extremely high in countries that 

experience them. If the conflict is about the control of the state, then why isn’t the 

conflict limited to fighting between the members of the state and its competitor(s). 

From the arguments advanced (Reno, 98; and Herbts, 2000), it seems certain that 

at least part of the violence is internal to the opponent organizations serving 

primarily as a focused method of punishment. For example, potential competitors 

of the strongmen are eliminated while at least certain members of opponent 

groups are coerced into participating. However, it is not clear exactly why 

violence is aimed at civilians since they are not usually described as supporters of 
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the opponent group, thus they may not serve well as proxy.  Indeed, the literature 

to date has not presented a solid explanation as to why opponents fight at all or 

what is the purpose of violence in today’s conflicts.  

The second question regards agreements.  Conflict resolution theories 

explain that agreements are most difficult to find in cases where issues are 

indivisible (e.g., secession). In cases of indivisibility, only one opponent wins and 

takes the good while the other loses and has nothing. Thus, if the fighting were 

driven by ideological or fundamentally divergent political views, fighting, even 

prolonged, would be necessary to determine which opponent should win it all and 

which should lose. But, if is true that conflicts are not ideologically driven as 

recent theories sustain, and if the control of the state is no (longer) necessary to 

reach profit, then an agreement between opponents should be relatively easy to 

find.  

The divisibility of economic issues should facilitate finding an agreement, 

particularly if one assumes, as the proponents of this literature generally do, that 

fighting is a costly enterprise.  The numerous agreements between the drug cartels 

in Colombia during the 1980s offer an indisputable proof of the possibility to 

reach agreements even among profit maximizers (though these may not be 

enforceable) 13 . It may in fact be more convenient for opponents to find an 

                                                 
13 The narcotraffickers also reached agreements with the guerrillas, despite the fact that these held 
antithetic worldviews, which supports the hypothesis that violence corresponds to a specific logic 



 24 

agreement than to continue to fight. Fighting between opponents and using 

violence cannot be an indiscriminate activity because it is too costly, and it 

eventually leads to diminishing returns. First, fighting requires much effort and 

sacrifice on the part of those who engage in it. If members of opponent groups 

fight, they cannot at the same time engage in looting or enjoy their profit, which 

raises the question of why individuals should join violent groups. Second, fighting 

consumes extraordinary financial resources. If leaders are profit-seekers as the 

literature argues, then it would not make sense for them to waste much of their 

cash on armaments. Perhaps the old system of greasing the wheel would be much 

cheaper, after all.  

By focusing on the fact that individuals seek to maximize their profit and 

that violence allows to achieve this end, this literature does not question why 

leaders chose violence (or fighting) to accomplish this goal and do not instead 

consider other strategies that might be less costly and, in fact, more efficient than 

violence. Furthermore, by not differentiating the different purposes that fighting 

and violence might have, theories run the risk to further obfuscate the reasons 

why these occur, and ultimately why the conflict may be prolonged.   

In my dissertation I attempt to identify the reasons for which violence and 

fighting are chosen instead of a negotiated agreement.  I show that fighting and 

                                                                                                                                     
and is not a gratuitous phenomenon.  Rodriguez Gacha, a narcotrafficker sustained: “We are very 
anticommunist, but negotiating with them {the guerrillas] would be ideal” (Sarmiento and 
Krauthausen, 1991:204).  
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violence have specific purposes that serve to sustain informal and local 

agreements that perpetrate the status quo. Though opponents may ultimately be 

motivated by greed, reducing a conflict to the pursuit of greed for greed’s sake is 

quite simplistic and it is an incomplete solution to the puzzle of conflict duration.      

 

The Conflict literature 
The field of comparative politics produced the arguments that I have 

reviewed above.  These indicate that the field has been primarily interested in 

explaining the underlining causes of conflict. The field of international relations 

has produced a vast literature on conflict. Two recently developed explanations of 

war may be useful for the purposes of this dissertation as inferences can be made 

from them about the reasons why conflicts continue, and when they are expected 

to end.  These ask: since war is a costly activity for those who undertake it, why 

don’t opponents reach a bargained agreement, instead?  

Perhaps addressing this question would allow one to find possible 

explanations for fighting and violence that would actually complement the 

important contributions of the Greed Vs. Grievance Literature. In my dissertation, 

I attempt to provide an answer for the prolongation of conflict in Colombia that 

encompasses contributions from both fields. By so doing I attempt to bridge an 

unfortunate separation between these two fields, which has prevented these to 
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reciprocally enrich their theoretical standings, and further the understanding of 

violence and fighting, particularly in developing countries.   

There are two theories that provide possible solutions to the question that 

drives this dissertation. I refer to these as information theory and commitment 

theory.  

 

The Information theory 
Information theory explains that the lack of private information regarding 

reciprocal bargaining power may forbid opponents from reaching an agreement 

before the war breaks out. The information problem arises because opponents are 

subjected to two opposing interests: on one hand, they want to avoid the costs of 

war; on the other hand, they also try to satisfy the issue that caused the 

disagreement, in their favor. According to Fearon (95) opponents retain private 

information about their bargaining power defined as military strength and 

willingness to fight, and actually try to misrepresent such private information so 

that they may intimidate the adversary into simply accepting their conditions and 

avoid the costs of war altogether. Differently from more traditional theories 

(Blainey, 88), the use of force does not result from a miscalculation of the relative 

power of the opponent, but from the fact that such miscalculation occurs due to a 

purposeful action of the opponents (i.e., misrepresentation).      
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The theory is built on the following assumptions: 1) states know that the 

military contest will yield one winner and one loser; 2) opponents are either risk 

adverse or risk neutral; 3) there is a continuous range of peaceful settlements that 

opponents may agree on; 4) wars are costly enterprises; 5) issues are divisible.  

Assuming that the costs associated with military action lead opponents to 

obtain private information regarding their relative capabilities and their 

willingness to fight, one can infer that: 1) conflicts continue because opponents 

have not gathered enough information to reach an agreement regarding their 

bargaining power (i.e., military strength and willingness to fight), and 2) conflicts 

end when enough information is finally gathered. By revealing private 

information on relative bargaining power and the willingness to fight, the costs of 

conflict actually narrow the bargaining range of possible agreements, leading to 

the achievement of peace. It follows that the crux of the theory is the issue of 

costs in that costs ultimately enable opponents to reach an agreement. 

However, Fearon does not delve into the subject of costs. Moreover, there 

is still little clarity in the literature in regards to how costs should be accounted for 

in civil wars14 . Hence a number of questions remain unanswered. Is there a 

distinction between war and violent conflict? If so, is this determined by the costs 

of the endeavor? How does one calculate the costs of war? Is the divisibility of 

issues related to the costs in any way? Are conflicts necessarily costly? 
                                                 
14 See Sambanis (2001) for a critique on the subject. 
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 Moreover, the definition of bargaining power as the possession of relative 

military strength and the willingness to fight to achieve the satisfaction of some 

issues is not clear. There are two issues than need to be further discussed. First, it 

is unclear how opponents’ willingness to fight could ever be calculated a priori; 

hence as an explanation of war, this theory cannot work in practice (it is not 

predictive)15. Second, calculations regarding the duration of the conflict are based 

on estimates of the importance of an issue for an opponent (thus its willingness to 

fight); hence they are calculated at the group level exclusively. By assuming that 

leaders of opponent groups are representative of the membership, the theory also 

assumes that opponents are internally homogeneous groups.  

However, this may actually not be the case as there may be important 

differences in the motivations of leaders and followers, as well as between leaders. 

Taking into consideration the diversity of motivations that leads individuals to 

participate may turn out to be an important factor in explaining the prolongation 

of conflict and in the failure of achieving a formal agreement. Ikle’ (91) for 

example, explains that the prolongation of conflicts may be due to a division of 

the leadership between “doves” and “hawks”, while a number of theories of 

collective action (Lichbach, 94, Herbst, 2000) underline the relevance of selective 

incentives in the prolongation of conflict. In sum, not considering the different 

                                                 
15 The issue of relative military power is different because military power is quantifiable and 
predictable. 
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motivations that might exist inside of an organization may hinder the pathway to 

finding a comprehensive answer to why certain conflict seem interminable. 

In order to test whether the prolongation of the Colombian conflict is the 

result of an informational problem, one should consider the following factors. 

First, one could consider whether there is a long-standing stalemate on the 

battlefield. In a preliminary draft of a paper, Fearon (2001) himself writes that “It 

strains credulity to imagine that the parties to a war that has been going on for 

many, many years, and which looks very much the same from year to year, can 

hold any significant private information about their capabilities or resolve.” 

(Fearon, 2001: 24), consequently, concludes that the cause of the prolongation of 

certain conflicts must be found somewhere else 

 Second, one could consider whether the stalemate is costly for the 

opponents or not. Examples of a costly stalemate are a high number of battlefield 

deaths and high military expenditures. Stalemates are believed to instigate 

opponents to reach an agreement because they are assumed to be costly (Zartman, 

95); however, not all stalemates are necessarily costly. Third, one could consider 

whether fighting between opponents is intense or not. For example, opponents 

may cause elevated costs onto one another, but may only fight sporadically. 

Fourth, one could consider whether different alliances are being formed through 

time. Changing alliances may cause informational problems as the bargaining 
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power of the actors in the conflict changes. However, changing alliances does not 

necessarily create an informational problem, unless new actors came into play, 

since the bargaining power of each actor is know if the conflict has continued for 

a long time.  

In the empirical section of my dissertation, I present data that suggest that 

the prolongation of the Colombian conflict is not due to an information problem. 

Although agreements between opposing parties in the conflict may exist, the 

issues over which the conflict is fought are per se divisible, but these are not 

feasible in practice. Thus, in certain cases no viable agreement may in fact, exist.    

 

The Commitment problem 
Commitment problem theory began as an explanation of conflict (Fearon, 

95). It argues that that in certain cases war may ensue even when opponents have 

complete knowledge regarding bargaining power. Actually, precisely because 

they hold perfect information, they know that in certain cases the opponent may 

not be able to commit to any agreement.  These are cases when the relative 

bargaining power of opponents is expected to change in the future, altering the 

status quo. Thus, the weaker opponent has an incentive not to reach an agreement 

that it knows will not be maintained, and prefers to fight while the stronger 

opponent is not as strong as it is expected to become.  



 31 

The advantage of fighting earlier rather than later for the weaker 

opponents is dual: first, the weaker opponent might be able to achieve 

concessions that may enable it to protect itself from the stronger opponent even in 

the future; second, if fighting is to occur (because it is known that the stronger 

opponent will not be able to uphold its commitment eventually which would lead 

to a less preferable agreement) the weaker opponent may be able to attack with 

better results than if it were to defend itself at a later date16.   

Recently, this theory has been used to explain the prolongation of conflict. 

The theory suits particularly well intrastate conflicts because, generally speaking, 

these are characterized by a stronger opponent (the state) versus a weaker one (a 

revolutionary group), which facilitates the assessment of relative bargaining 

power reducing any potential information problem. Moreover, opponents in 

intrastate conflicts are particularly vulnerable to the effects of an unenforceable 

agreement because by accepting the terms of any agreement, the weaker opponent 

loses the means to protect itself in that it is required to disarm, and the stronger 

opponent becomes unconstrained from upholding the agreement17.   

                                                 
16 It may very well be the case that wars between opponents that have similar bargaining power 
may be caused by an informational problem in that in such cases even the slightest private 
information may lead to miscalculations, particularly if misrepresentation is involved. In cases 
where opponents have different bargaining power and the stronger is expected to become even 
stronger, war may be caused by concerns enforceability of any agreement that is reached, leading 
to decisions by the weaker state to wage war now instead of accepting an unsustainable bargain. 
17 Walter astutely writes “This situation forces government and rebels into a paradoxical and 
unfortunate dilemma. Any attempt to end a civil war and unify the country also eliminates any 
ability to enforce and ensure the peace.”  (Walter, 95:338). 
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It is the fact that both sides are perfectly aware of the incentives of the 

stronger opponent in a structurally changed environment (i.e., where the balance 

of power is expected to become distributed in a (more) disproportionate way) that 

renders any settlement unlikely. “Under these conditions” –Walter writes- 

“fighting appears far more appealing than settlement.” (Walter, 95:339) Thus: 1) 

fighting continues because no settlement agreed upon at time T1 can be enforced 

at time T2; 2) fighting stops when the stronger opponent is constrained to remain 

committed to the agreement through the intervention of a third party and the 

creation of power sharing institutions.  

In her influential paper, and then in her book Walter (95; 2002) used 

statistical data from civil war cases to demonstrate that, in fact, the commitment 

problem helps explain why few civil wars end in a negotiated settlement as 

opposed to the defeat of one of the parties. Consequently, Walter proposed that 

the only way in which intrastate conflicts could end prior to the defeat of the 

weaker opponent is if a third power could credibly enforce any agreement that 

opponents may reach, and if power-sharing institutions are put in place to ensure 

that the agreement will be upheld in the future. Moreover, her findings 

empirically support Fearon’s assumption that the issues that motivate the conflict 
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are divisible, and that high costs and military stalemates are correlated with the 

termination of the war18.  

Walter bases her conclusions on whether the issue of divisibility has 

bearing on reaching an agreement by operationalizing divisibility in terms of land 

(i.e., whether it is possible to divide the country or not) and discovered that 

agreements were reached even in cases where it was impossible to divide the land. 

However, such an operationalization of divisibility seems to me to be limited to 

specific territorial claims, while in fact the divisibility of the issues may not 

always be related to land. Indeed, this variable remains unsatisfactorily tested.   

Finally, here too opponents are treated as homogeneous groups, disregarding the 

risk that motivations at the individual level could compromise the achievement of 

a successful negotiation. These criticisms do not affect the validity of these 

theories; nevertheless, taking them into consideration may expand their 

explanatory power.   

Is the commitment problem prolonging the conflict in Colombia? I can 

think of at least three ways to detect whether there is a commitment problem in 

Colombia. First, one could look at the costs of the conflict and the amount of 

fighting between opponents. Since opponents are fighting to better their 

bargaining power, one should expect to find that the costs of fighting are elevated. 
                                                 
18 Walter finds that high costs do have an impact on whether negotiations are undertaken in the 
first place, and that military stalemate influences the success of negotiations. As I will explain 
neither of these findings is surprising. 
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Second, one could consider whether opponents discuss the possibility of an 

external power to monitor the negotiations and enforce eventual agreements. 

Third, one could investigate into the substance of the negotiations, and 

particularly at whether the discussion centers on finding power-sharing 

agreements that would assure opponents the means to enforce the agreement also 

in the future.  

In my empirical chapters and in my conclusion I show that it is unlikely 

that a commitment problem like that described by Walter explains the 

prolongation of conflict in Colombia. My conclusion suggests that a commitment 

problem may be present, but it is an insufficient explanation of why the conflict 

today continues. The conflict, I argue, is not mature for resolution because there 

are no viable agreements that can be accepted at the group and at the individual 

level.  

 

MY ARGUMENT 
In this dissertation, I build a framework to explain the duration of certain 

conflicts. I ask: Why do opponents continue to fight in Colombia instead of 

seeking serious ways toward peace? What purpose do high levels of violence in 

Colombia serve? Indeed, why do certain conflicts seem interminable? While I 

consider the case of Colombia, the argument presented is comparative in nature 
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and may explain prolonged domestic conflicts in other scenarios, such as Angola 

and Sierra Leone where similar conditions are found. The prolongation of a 

conflict may be tied to the character of the groups involved in it, and, ultimately, 

to the source of their finances. 

In a conflict, groups exhibit one of two characters depending on their 

orientation: normative and calculative. Calculative groups are primarily profit-

oriented; that is, they are driven by the desire to increase their financial capacity. 

Normative groups, on the other hand, are driven primarily by the desire to 

demand redress of the grievances of the community to which they belong.  While 

all groups involved in any conflict have at least some financial concerns in that all 

groups seek chiefly to preserve themselves, such concerns are predominant only 

in certain groups, hence the qualification “calculative” in opposition to 

“normative”.  A group tends to acquire a calculative character when its finances 

are derived from an ample and autonomous source; but it may change when its 

financial capacity declines, or, related, when its military expenditures increase. In 

this dissertation I examine groups that interact in an environment rich in easily 

exploitable and mostly renewable natural resources, as these provide an ample 

and autonomous source of finances to those who control them.  

 Calculative groups are likely to prolong the conflict indeterminately 

because there may be no feasible agreements that could satisfy opponent groups 



 36 

(who seek to preserve themselves) and their members (who seek to retain tangible 

benefits). This is for reasons at the group and individual levels. When a group has 

control over natural resources that give it a high financial capacity, three things 

tend to happen. First, the group that controls the natural resources acquires a 

calculative character over time because the tangible benefits that such group can 

offer to its members became quite substantial. Individuals will tend to join and 

remain in the organization because they can acquire such private goods, 

particularly if the environment from which they came does not allow them to 

enjoy comparable benefits. Consequently, engaging in costly fighting to defeat the 

opponent loses importance and is actually avoided since the focus of members is 

to ensure the flow of tangible benefits 19 . Thus fighting remains limited to 

protecting the control over the natural resources, and the routes used for their 

transportation.   

Second, high financial capacity is detrimental to maintaining high levels 

of unit cohesion in an organization. The level of unit cohesion expresses the 

membership’s moral attachment and commitment to the goals and rules of the 

organization. It ensures that individuals follow primarily the interests of the group 

instead of their own. The availability of tangible benefits in areas rich in natural 

                                                 
19 Lichbach (94) and Keen (98) introduced this concept, but they referred to tangible benefits as 
material (selective incentives). In my dissertation I consider tangible benefits to be also non-
material, such as the pursuit of status (through access to arms and women), the pursuit of a thrill, 
the pursuit of protection. I refer to these as socio-psychological incentives. 
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resources offers members of the organizations that control them the possibility to 

promote the pursuit of their own self-interest.  

Though the promotion of one owns self-interest does not necessarily 

collide with the pursuit of the group’s goal, in cases where the possibility and 

desire of achieving tangible benefits strays leaders away from embodying the 

qualities and behaviors that the group’s objective demands, the level of unit 

cohesion drops leading other members to also follow self-promoting incentives, 

unconstrained.  In sum, the availability of an autonomous financial capacity is a 

double edge sword: it allows the organization to preserve itself, which is its most 

important goal on one hand, but on the other, it is likely to ultimately cause its 

transformation. 

Third, calculative groups that have high financial capacity have the means 

to bribe members of the opponent group(s). The consequence of a conflict where 

at least one opponent has a calculative character is that the members of the 

opponent group(s) will develop an incentive to keep it alive so that they can 

continue to receive private benefits in the form of pay-offs.  These incentives are 

stronger the less cohesive the opponent group is because its members have a weak 

emotional commitment to the organization. Hence, I argue, the termination of a 
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conflict may be delayed at the individual level even before any (other) negotiation 

problem is actually addressed20. 

At the same time, no negotiations appear to be feasible.  Calculative 

groups (group level) have only limited options to survive a negotiated agreement. 

I argue that the principal aim of all groups is to preserve themselves. They attempt 

to survive aversions organizationally unchanged and constantly seek to expand 

themselves. This behavior, sometimes referred to as “bureaucratic 

incrementalism”, renders organizations “sticky” though adaptable.  In simple 

words, opponent groups aspire to safeguard their way of life and in a sense, their 

identity.   

Negotiated agreements between the state and subversive groups usually 

entail substantial transformations for at least one organization. This is why when 

conflicts pass a certain threshold, they become progressively more difficult to 

terminate.  Most often it is the subversion that is required to undergo the most 

drastic transformations for two reasons. First, the state usually has the military 

upper hand, which means that it will have a greater bargaining power at the 

negotiating table than its opponent; consequently, it will be able to reach an 

agreement that ensures its survival. Second, the subversive group usually gains a 

standing in the political system and adapts to the “way of life” of the state.  This is 

because the state has a standing bureaucratic apparatus that the insurgents do not 
                                                 
20 The theories of war miss this because they only seek for group level explanations. 
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have and because the state usually controls (and has the support of) the cities.  

Thus, even in cases where the state and its opponent(s) have approximately equal 

bargaining power, both may need to transform; however, the insurgents may still 

have to undergo the more radical transformation as they adapt to the political 

system.   

The consequence of these transformations is that the opponents lose, albeit 

to differing degrees, their way of life. For example, they may be required to lose 

their military apparatus, they lose the excitement in the battlefield, their homes in 

the jungles etc. While this transformation may be acceptable to groups that are 

inspired by political or social ideals (emotion-oriented groups), it may not be 

acceptable for calculative groups. There are two reasons that make this option 

significantly less appealing to calculative groups than to normative groups.  

First, calculative groups would have to undergo severe changes to adapt to 

any political system. On one hand, these groups are financially autonomous from 

the population, which means that they do not have to appeal to a broad audience 

(though they may need the protection of part of the population to survive), and 

may have a developed political platform that would allow them to reach or retain 

political power. Furthermore, precisely because they do not depend on the support 

of the population, they often use coercive methods to induce the population to 

follow their orders, which leaves them without much support “from below”. On 
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the other hand, the financial solvency of calculative groups enables them to 

survive just as they are, and thus continue to preserve themselves with no need to 

change at all.  

Second, calculative groups often (perhaps almost exclusively) derive their 

financial resources from illegal sources, which is why their financial capacity is 

high. Furthermore, these illegal sources are most often natural resources that are 

either illegal per se (such as drugs), or are distributed in illegal markets (such as 

precious stones). The attractiveness of natural resources is that it offers groups 

ample financial resources with very little work. Precious stones and certain 

minerals can be easily extracted, for example, and the quantities in which they are 

available make them appear to be renewable, thus the expectation for future 

earnings continues to be high. Other illegal activities such as extortion or 

kidnapping, which may also be practiced, definitely offer smaller financial returns 

than natural resources and may only be viable for short periods of time. 

In sum, while negotiations may present viable alternatives for normative 

groups, they may not offer many alternatives of survival for calculative groups 

primarily because they do not have a well structured political (or even social) plan 

and support, they may be involved in illegal businesses, and they have a high 

financial capacity, which provides little incentive to transform themselves, 

anyway. In these cases, changes may ensue if calculative groups lose their 
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financial capacity either because financial resources expire or are expected to 

expire, or because their military costs increase. 

In the Colombian case, the difficulty in reaching an agreement may derive 

primarily from the illegality of the resources that finance opponent groups and 

their members.  Such illegality eliminates any possible agreement because the 

state may be constrained by international pressures from considering agreements 

that it might otherwise accept. Thus, for example, the FARC could hardly become 

an independent business responsible for the commerce of coca or part of a 

ministry, while UNITA, if pressured militarily, could become an entity 

responsible for the commerce of diamonds under the supervision of the state. 

Thus, external pressures, which can be significant in underdeveloped countries, 

narrow the bargaining range dramatically rendering any agreement de facto not 

viable.  

Negotiations may be also hindered for reasons at the individual level 

particularly in the case of calculative groups for two main reasons. First, when 

groups disarm members have to find ways to change their lifestyle and to support 

themselves; however, that is no easy endeavor. On one hand, individuals became 

habituated to communitarian living, to fighting and to having everything that they 

need provided for, particularly in organization with a high financial capacity21. 

Furthermore, because many combatants enter the organization at a young age, 
                                                 
21 Kline (99) and Sanchez (2002) also underline this problem of reinsertion.  



 42 

they learn no other skills than those of violence, and are ill equipped to transition 

to a different reality. On the other hand, society may not welcome reinserted 

members of calculative groups because they may be perceived as self-promoting 

individuals who commit terrible crimes and create havoc to reach personal goals.   

Second, if the motivations of individuals to participate in calculative groups are 

primarily economic and socio-psychological, an option to induce groups to 

negotiate would be to provide tangible benefits, such as cash, protection, and 

sense of empowerment, to members of subversive groups. However, this may not 

be feasible or may well not offer adequate compensation22.  

The impossibility of resolving the conflict through a negotiated settlement 

leads opponent groups and individuals within them to seek informal agreements 

to maintain the status quo (i.e., continuation of conflict). Fighting is necessary for 

groups to maintain control over what I call “profitable” and “strategic” territories, 

which are used for the extraction and commercialization of resources that have a 

high value in the international market (primarily because of their illegal nature). 

However, because fighting is a costly activity and the groups involved in the 

conflict as well as the individuals that form them all share the interest of 

promoting their self interests primarily, by making a profit, an alternative to 

                                                 
22 The same outcome may result even in cases where the natural resources are legal. If these 
provide highly valued goods or benefits, members of opponent groups may have little incentives 
to give them up, while the state is unlikely to offer adequate pay-offs. Again, the result may be a 
de facto agreement that may benefit all those involved in the conflict, and not a formal affair at all.   
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fighting must be found.  One possible alternative is the transfer of costs from the 

battlefield onto the civilian population through the use of violence.   Hence, 

violence in its different forms (e.g., as forced recruitment, as propaganda, as a 

way to neutralize affiliation) can become an efficient mechanism to enforce this 

de facto agreement because it allows individuals in opposing groups to fulfill their 

interests by keeping the costs of territorial domination low and the profits derived 

from it high.  

The corollary to the argument is that, if the costs of fighting are low and 

the benefits remain high (i.e., benefits are perceived as being greater than costs) 

for all the groups involved in the fighting, an “institutionalized” systemic 

incentive to preserve the status quo arises. Because every group and its members 

are at least content with the status quo, there are no strong incentives to reach any 

compromise other than the tacit one that already exists -the status quo.  

However, this may lead to results that further hinder the achievement of a 

negotiated peace. On one hand, the low costs of conflict for the opponents does 

not allow for the bargaining range to narrow, which would facilitate reaching an 

agreement (for example, through victory and defeat or a “mutually hurting” 

stalemate). On the other hand, the use of targeted violence against civilians hinder 

the imposition of significant constraints on the state, which could facilitate 

achieving an end to the conflict (for example, by increasing military expenditures 
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and increasing actions on the battlefield), and further decrease the viability of 

rebel organizations (in particular) as a political party or a member of the state.    

In sum, the solution is quite counterintuitive; conflict, though prolonged, 

may not be costly for those that are involved in it, making violence and fighting 

the norm rather than an aberration (which it is generally assumed to be). I test this 

broad argument as it applies the case of Colombia. 

   

The case of Colombia  
The isolation from the state in certain geographical pockets of a country 

facilitates the formation of self-serving groups whose aim is primarily to survive 

and to allow for an efficient satisfaction of the individual economic and socio-

psychological objectives of those who integrate them. The source of the groups’ 

finances  (autonomous and ample) determines the character of the group by 

fulfilling the members’ principal interest, which is the acquisition of personal 

benefits. Since these groups do not exist in a vacuum (though they arise in an 

anarchic environment), but against the background of the state, they eventually 

become competitors of the state as this expands and the gang acquires followers, 

leading to armed conflict.  A number of insurgent groups that are active today, 

among which those in Colombia have found an abundant and autonomous source 

of finances in natural resources, which have enabled them to survive and allowed 
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their members to achieve significant tangible benefits. In turn, the possibility of 

achieving these benefits has rendered membership appealing for those whose 

motivations are in line with the incentives offered by the organization, which 

further reinforces the character of the organization.  Thus, the character of 

organizations is not static (not driven exclusively be greed or grievance), but may 

change according to the financial (primarily) and the leadership environment (i.e., 

unit cohesion) in which it acts.  

I explain that considering the character of opponent groups is fundamental 

in explaining why certain conflicts endure while others find their solution rather 

quickly. A conflict characterized by groups whose character is primarily 

calculative may not present any acceptable negotiated solutions.  In fact, 

agreements that allow individuals to benefit from the organization’s autonomous 

control over natural resources, particularly if these are illegal, and that allow the 

organization to preserve itself may not exist, given international constrains. At the 

same time, opponents may well find local or de facto agreements to keep the costs 

of fighting low so that each can at least continue to survive unchanged (and the 

state from not having to control territories that would not give it profit) and the 

members continue to enjoy the tangible benefits that these provide (members of 

the state may enjoy these through pay-offs). This in turn further hinders reaching 

any agreement because it limits the costs incurred by the opponents. 
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MY CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE EXISTING LITERATURE 
At the theoretical level, my dissertation makes three contributions. First, it 

clarifies the distinction between cases of civil war and violence, providing useful 

tools for the analysis of contemporary domestic conflicts, and possible enduring 

solutions to the same.  Theories in international relations assume that because 

civil war is a contest of force between at least two opponents concerning how to 

share political power, violence and fighting are fundamentally undifferentiated 

means that induce opponents to realize their relative strength and reach a 

negotiated settlement that reflects such strength.  

In fact, the Colombian conflict may suggest that opponents do not have a 

primarily political scope, groups may not seek to defeat one another, and violence 

and fighting may be used for different purposes than to win. I argue that fighting 

and violence are used selectively to maintain or acquire control over strategic and 

profitable territories; moreover violence is focused to ensure that the costs of 

conflict remain low for those who fight it. Thus, certain conflicts that are usually 

categorized, as civil wars may actually be better understood as something else. 

Second, my dissertation provides a valuable contribution to the social and 

revolutionary movement literature. Economy-based theories have arisen in recent 

years to explain motivations for membership in violent groups, questioning many 

of the fundamental assumptions made by traditional theories based on macro 



 47 

social factors such as poverty and inequality. This new research explores the 

possibility that the reasons for violent conflict could lay primarily, though not 

uniquely, outside of the political arena per se.  However, though economy-based 

theories offer valuable perspectives, their unidimensionality fails to capture the 

complex reality of the countries and groups under their scrutiny. Following the 

lead of a few scholars (Herbst, 2000 and Abdullah and Muana, 98), I further 

investigate the different motivations that bring individuals to join and remain in 

violent groups, as well as the differing motivations of leaders and followers.  
Moreover, by using gang theory to bring socio-psychological aspects to 

bear as tangible benefits in the formation and maintenance of armed groups, and 

notions of unit cohesion to explain the development of organizations into 

calculative or normative, my dissertation offers a framework for understanding 

and perhaps predicting the individual and collective motivations for fighting and 

violence.  

 Third, my dissertation emphasizes the importance of understanding the 

character of an organization to determine the viability of an agreement between 

opponents. I argue that calculative groups tend to find it difficult to reach an 

agreement. The reasons for this are twofold. First, as scholars have recently23 

argued certain groups offers members (leaders and followers) tangible benefits 

that perhaps would not be available if the confusion of war were to cease. Second, 

                                                 
23 A number of theories that advance this answer have been published while I was already in the 
field conducting my research on similar hypothesis. 
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organizations strive to preserve themselves. Thus principally normative 

organizations will be better able and more willing to survive in a post-conflict 

society, while calculative groups may not have a viable role in post conflict 

society and may not be willing to undergo the transaction costs that changing 

would imply, particularly if their financial capacity permits them to avoid it.  

The tendency in the academic literature pertaining to domestic conflicts 

has been to disregard the character of the groups involved in the conflict. The 

reason behind this tendency is that it is assumed that peace is the “normal” state 

of things and that fighting is a momentary interruption of normalcy. Thus it is 

assumed that groups must want to negotiate to reach peace.  I argue that these 

assumptions may be ill founded.  In fact, formal negotiations may not be pursued 

at all while more local, personal, and informal agreements may occur in the field. 

 On the practical level, my dissertation unveils the complexity of domestic 

conflicts. The consideration of different levels of analysis and how they interact, 

together with a discussion of the (changing) character of opposing groups, may 

bring a significant contribution both as a reference for the prevention of future 

conflicts and for locating viable solutions to those that already exist. My hope is 

that a deepened understanding of conflict and an accurate categorization of these 

will allow actors in domestic and international society to take meaningful steps 

toward conflict resolution, and not limit themselves to half-hearted and superficial 
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initiatives which contribute little and may actually hinder the achievement of 

peace. 

Finally, this dissertation is based on data I have collected from interviews, 

and from governmental and non-governmental organizations in Colombia during 

several months of field research. The scarce availability of systematized data in 

Colombia rendered my investigation challenging, but the result is an array of 

diverse, suggestive, valuable, and unique information. 

 

DISSERTATION LAYOUT 
Chapter two is my theory chapter. Here I explain the theoretical 

framework that I summarized above with greater detail. Chapter three is my 

research design chapter. I recapitulate the hypotheses formulated in my theory 

chapter and discuss ways in which these can be tested. In other words, what type 

of information would support the hypotheses? I also discuss the information that I 

was able to collect in the field and how I collected it.  

Chapters four, five, six, and seven are my data chapters.  In chapter four I 

discuss the historical background of the current conflict. I show that opposing 

gangs in Colombia were formed in the anarchic environment that followed the 

withdrawal of the state, which I also present as yet another gang, from the rural 

areas prior to and during La Violencia. Gangs developed in areas where the state 
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was negligently absent in the years that followed the civil war.  Chapter five and 

six are, perhaps, the most crucial of the dissertation. Here I present the unique set 

of data that I have gathered during my fieldwork in Colombia. I show that the 

involvement in narcotrafficking and the control over other natural resources have 

modified the predominantly normative (group-oriented) character that subversive 

groups may have held when they were first formed, with the consequence of 

corrupting the leadership, and causing unit cohesion to decline. The result is that 

today individuals tend to join and remain in subversive groups primarily in order 

to achieve tangible benefits.   

The data clearly show that opponent groups and their members achieve a 

tremendous profit from the business they are involved in. For the insurgents the 

method of enrichment is the control over the production and commercialization of 

coca and other natural resources that are valuable in the international market. For 

the state, the enrichment is twofold: on one hand, the unofficial delegation of 

territorial administration to other groups saves the state from a negative 

investment in areas that may not offer high financial returns in exchange for the 

cost that investing in them would require; on the other hand, the illicit commerce 

in which the guerrillas and the paramilitaries are involved allows statesmen and 

public employees to receive largesse in the form of personal “pay-offs”.   
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In chapter seven, I show the link between the opponents’ calculative 

character and the conflict. More precisely, I show that opponents in the 

Colombian conflict may purposely prolong the conflict so as to continue to 

survive unchanged as an organization and to satisfy the personal aspirations of 

their members. Thus, unless exterior incentives or constrains upset the current 

equilibrium by altering the financial capacity of any of these groups, or unless 

international policies change drastically, the conflict can be expected to continue.  

Indication of the purposeful prolongation of the conflict is the fact that the costs 

of fighting are surprisingly low while the costs of violence against civilians are 

surprisingly high. My data suggests that this is because violence against civilians 

is used to lower the costs of fighting for opponents. This demises the assumption 

that conflicts are necessarily costly enterprises for those who fight them. Indeed, 

costs may neither deter participants from participating nor induce the achievement 

of an agreement as many theorists assume.  

In chapter eight I discuss possible solutions to the Colombian conflict. I 

emphasize the critical role of foreign powers in altering the incentive structure of 

the domestic conflict (i.e., the status quo) so as to bring it to an end.  Here I also 

revisit recent theories of conflict resolution, particularly those that rouse the 

interest of Colombian academic and policymakers, and show that these may fail 
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to stimulate agreements. Paradoxically, these efforts may further hinder peace 

while another business parallel to that of war is developed –the business of peace. 

    Finally, I discuss how my argument may be applied to other cases that 

present similar environments. I show that in fact the theory that I have elaborated 

might explain why conflict may be prolonged in Angola, despite numerous 

attempts at negotiations have been undertaken, while it was successfully 

terminated in El Salvador.  The analysis reveals that the financial autonomy of 

opponent groups expressed in terms of presence or lack of profitable natural 

resources such as gems or drugs moves the organization away from being able to 

transition into a political realm and destroy their financial and military apparatus 

if no possibility for this to continue to exist is also available.  

In conclusion, though any negotiation must be political in that it takes 

place between the state and sub-national groups, it must also take into 

consideration the character of the different organizations as these evolve in time 

in order to allow for their preservation. Though this precaution may be 

progressively less necessary when the costs of conflict are high because 

organizations will transform themselves readily to survive, they may be more so 

when the costs of the conflict are low as organizations do not have great 

incentives to acquire a normative character.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

Fighting For What? Greed, Seduction, and Salvation in an 
Anarchic Environment 

“Once the legal monopoly of armed force, long claimed by the state, is 
wrested out of its hands, existing distinctions between war and crime will 
break down much as is already the case today in Lebanon, Sri Lanka, El 
Salvador, Peru, or Colombia” 

Van Creveld (Qtd in Kaplan, 94:19) 
 

 
 In this chapter I present a theoretical framework to answer the questions 

posed in this dissertation –why do opponents continue to fight in Colombia 

instead of seeking serious ways toward peace? What purpose do high levels of 

violence in Colombia serve? Indeed, why do certain conflicts seem interminable?  

I argue that the prolongation of the Colombian conflict is the result of the 

development of subversive groups in isolated areas of the country where natural 

resources are present. 

Conflicts where at least one of the opponent groups is calculative may be 

prolonged because no feasible agreement between opponents exists. The high 

financial capacity of calculative groups affects the character of the organization 

altering its goals and inhibiting the likelihood of negotiating an end to the conflict.  

There may be no agreements that would allow such groups to survive unchanged 

and their members to continue to receive tangible benefits in exchange for their 
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participation. However, in the absence of viable formal agreements and given the 

high costs of sustained conflict, informal and local agreements may be sought, 

instead. These aim at maintaining the status quo by minimizing the fighting 

between opponents, which can be quite costly, while increasing the violence 

against civilians as a proxy, as a way to neutralize opposition, and as a way to 

achieve financial gains, and against members of the organization and the 

community they control as a way to remain relevant and foment unit cohesion.  

The preservation of the organization through access to tangible benefits at 

the individual and group levels may be the ultimate explanation for violence in 

Colombia. Opponents ultimately fight for profit (economic incentives) and, 

partially, for personal fulfillment (socio-psychological), and not in pursuit of a 

grand ideal, a mutually acceptable political arrangement, or for the pursuit of 

political power with the final goal of enhancing the socioeconomic and political 

position of the people they claim to represent (politico-ideological incentives).   

The corollary to the argument is that, if the costs of conflict are low and 

the benefits remain high for all groups involved in it, an institutionalized systemic 

incentive to preserve the violent status quo arises. This is because every group is 

perfectly content with the status quo, hence there are no strong incentives to reach 

any compromise other than the tacit one that already exists --the status quo.  In 
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other words, there may not be any compromise available to opponents that would 

allow them to obtain the same or greater benefits than those they already have.  

The preservation of the status quo ultimately depends on two distinct but 

related factors. First, that the group retains a high financial capacity, which means: 

a) dominance over lucrative and renewable resources, in the Colombian case 

primarily drugs, b) low military expenditures relative to the total finances of the 

group. Second, that the group transfer the costs of conflicts to realms different 

from the battlefield, thus to the civilian population and on its supporters through 

the use of violence24.    

 It is not my intention to dismiss the validity of macro-theories that explain 

intrastate conflict as the consequence of poverty, inequality or other grievances. 

These indeed provide a useful and necessary background to understanding 

conflict, but cannot explain or cause fighting and violence alone as they lack the 

agency that catalyzes action.  Furthermore, these theories do not explain why 

fighting and violence occur only in certain countries or areas where poverty and 

inequality are present, but not in others.  It might be more useful to consider these 

widespread grievances as symptoms of the unwillingness or incapacity of the state 

to perform basic services, which can be exploited by strongmen to form sub-

national groups rather than independent causes of conflict. Conflict then results 

                                                 
24 Please refer to the diagram at the end of the chapter. 
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from the fact that sub-national groups may become competitors of the state and 

engage in violent action against it.  

This chapter is divided in three large sections. In the first one (below) I 

discuss why the isolation from the state in certain pockets of a country leads to the 

raise of gangs. In the second section, I explain that the character of these gangs is 

flexible and discuss why certain groups develop into calculative groups while 

others acquire an normative character. In the third section, I discuss the 

implication of calculative groups for the duration of conflict. 

 

THE STATE:  FORCE AND POWER 
Here I discuss why the isolation from the state in inhabited parts of a 

country leads to the formation of organizations that perform similar functions to 

those of the state. I refer to these organizations as gangs. I hypothesize that as the 

isolation from the state increases, the potential for the development of gangs in 

that region also increases.  I explain that where a power vacuum exists such as in 

regions where the state ceases to perform its services, no entity is in charge of 

establishing and enforcing rules to regulate human interaction. In these 



 57 

circumstances gangs are a solution to a power vacuum25.  I begin by explaining 

the gang. 

  

Gangs and States 
Gang theory defines gangs as “essentially organizations whose goals are 

limited to maintaining the organization and maximizing the benefits of its 

members.” (Jankowski, 93).  According to this literature, they are similar to the 

state in that they exist within a delimited geographical territory where they 

exercise, de facto, the monopoly of force, and they have at least a minimum 

degree of ideology or organizational culture that promotes cohesion and 

cooperation among their members and induces support from a substantial part of 

the community that lives in the area under their control. Their primary functions 

are also similar to those of the state (the difference is one of degree rather than 

nature): they eliminate outside competitors, eliminate inside competitors, protect 

the interests of their clients, and impose taxes to achieve these goals26.   Gangs 

can comprise of organizations such as mafias, guerrillas and terrorists, certain 

criminal rings, and even certain states, particularly in underdeveloped countries27. 

                                                 
25 Though the formation of gangs may not be the only solution, it arguably is the most likely one 
and the most historically common one. 
26 Tilly (85) 
27 The application of the term gang to underdeveloped states and violent groups lead primarily by 
adult members may seem a misnomer at first.  In everyday language, we generally refer to gangs 
as bands of unemployed teenagers from low-income neighborhoods that fight against one another 
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The principal difference between a gang and a developed state is the 

development of a bureaucracy whose purpose is the satisfaction of the needs of 

those who live within a delimited territory. While developed states dispose of a 

bureaucracy that brings services such as healthcare, water, and education to its 

members, gangs are at best only minimally preoccupied with satisfying these 

needs. Chief among the needs generally satisfied by developed states is the 

protection of those who live within their territorial boundaries. In his contribution 

to the popular literature on failed states, Kaplan (94) reiterates the importance of 

protection in defining the role of the state in contemporary society. He argues that 

states in some parts of the world are declining because they are no longer 

important protection agencies for their citizens.  

“This is how many states will ultimately die. As state 
power fades --and with it the state’s ability to protect 
weaker groups within society, not to mention other states—
peoples and cultures around the world will be thrown back 
upon their own strengths and weaknesses with fewer 
equalizing mechanisms to protect them.” 

 

Gangs are not necessarily preoccupied with satisfying the needs of the 

larger population because they can achieve that the population follow their rules 

primarily through force, offering only limited services in return. However, 

strongmen need to elicit at least a minimal support from the local population. This 

                                                                                                                                     
for no apparent reason and when they are not selling drugs on street corners.  I hope to convince 
the reader that in fact, the character of teenage gangs is fundamentally the same as that of some 
guerrilla organizations, the Mafia and primitive states. 
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is for two principal reasons: first, they need a base to recruit from; and, second, 

they require services such as intelligence gathering and the provision of safe-

heavens that only local civilians can provide. Thus strongmen may exploit the 

grievances of the local population to gain recruits and provide limited services 

while at the same time exploiting the power vacuum to satisfy their own interests. 

While a certain support from the population may be necessary for the formation 

of a group, this may lose importance once the gang is already in existence 

(because its recruiting efforts diminish) and in places outside of its stronghold.  

 Force is the gang’s ultimate instrument to compel individuals to submit to 

the rules that are imposed upon them for the benefits of those that impose them.  

In this sense gangs are not dissimilar from warlords in that they are lead by 

strongmen at the top who aim at achieving private goods through collective means 

(Reno, 98:2)28.  Discussing the nature of warlordism in XX century China, Shi 

Cheng Chi (68) explained that warlords were not interested in the development of 

the area they controlled because they feared that they may not hold the control of 

the area long enough to reap the benefits of investing in it.  Thus, “their 

overriding concern was to extract the largest possible amount of cash and 
                                                 
28 However, one main difference between warlordism and gang theory lead me to lean on the 
insights of the latter rather than the former. Much of the literature on warlordism is not 
preoccupied with analyzing the relationship within groups, but generally concentrates on 
explaining the reasons behind the formations of these groups and their characteristics (Rich, 99; 
Reno, 98, Zartman, 95). Consequently, the strongman is at the center of the literature, and hence 
the term warlordism at the expense of rank and file soldiers. I argue that the intricate dynamics of 
soldiers and leaders and their motivations are important causal factors in explaining conflicts 
today, and their prolongation. Hence the reference to gangs instead of warlords.            



 60 

resources from their territories.” (Cheng 68:415). For anyone who studies 

underdeveloped countries, the similarity between the warlords’ disposition and 

those states is apparent.  

It has been argued that the development of alternative instruments to 

instigate subjects to obey is a function of territorial expansion (Migdal, 94, Tilly, 

93 and most directly Skaperdas, 93). This is because force becomes a 

progressively more costly means to utilize as the number of people to control 

enlarges and their bargaining power increases. Scholars (Downing, 92; Porter, 94; 

Tilly, 93) have consistently linked the creation of the modern state to wars. The 

reason is twofold. On one hand, individuals, not being able to provide for their 

security against an outside threat, have to delegate this task to a higher organizing 

authority, hence the need for a state29. On the other hand, the fact that war is 

waged with tax moneys gives taxpayers the opportunity to increase their 

bargaining power vis-à-vis the sovereign. The result is that war causes the state to 

enlarge through the creation of bureaucracies that fortify the state and offer 

services to the citizens, but at the end of the war these are not usually disbanded, 

causing the state to become bigger but also more dependent on those who finance 

it.  

                                                 
29 Hardin (95) stresses this issues arguing that people are pushed to join a group because being 
part it offers protection to each individual of that group (this can be observed in the Colombian 
case). 
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Desch (96) asserts that Third World history has not been characterized by 

wars against external enemies in the same way that European history has. The low 

level of internal cohesion of the states might actually be attributed, perhaps 

ironically, to the lack of external wars. Elaborating on Desch’ s perspective, one 

may even say that internal conflicts such as that in Colombia have contributed to 

the contrary; that is, the establishment of numerous states within a geographically 

determined boundary. Perhaps the fate of Colombia is to eventually break up into 

a number of territorially smaller states de jure independently from the center.   

 One alternative instrument to the use of force is the creation of cohesion 

among individuals and their loyalty to the rulers. In this case, ideology, 

nationalism, and identity became important instruments of cohesion that lower the 

costs of ruling30.  For example, Migdal (94) describes a cohesive state as one 

where society has morally and emotionally accepted the rules of the state, and the 

state reflects the norms and customs of society. This mutually transforming 

relationship is a constant negotiation that ultimately self-enforces the rules at 

different levels of the social system.  

In Colombia the notion of the state as a hegemonic power such as that 

described by Migdal is only (partially) applicable to large cities where the 

                                                 
30 In the author’s words: “State leaders attempt to create an aura of invincibility about the state. 
The more the state seems all powerful, the more likely are subjects to accept it in their ordinary 
lives, and in the process, reduce the burden of enforcing all its dictates (Migdal 94:14) 
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bureaucracy exists and is relatively efficient. But in the countryside the state is 

still present primarily through force. Hence, the countryside, where the 

Colombian conflict has originated and continues to take place, has remained 

isolated from the state. It is here that gangs were successful in creating alternative 

forms of power, which eventually expanded and came into conflict with state 

(which also expanded). 

Besides the development of bureaucracy intended to satisfy the needs of 

the members of the state and their clients, and the sense of identity to lower the 

costs of coercion, the different environment from which past and contemporary 

gangs have arisen may be another important difference between the two. Whereas 

the European states were created anew from anarchy, contemporary gangs are 

arising within the background of existing states. In other words, gangs are mini-

states within states that are more or less developed over a nationally and 

internationally recognized territory. The nature of this different environment has 

been overlooked in the literature 31 , but may have important historical 

consequences for the future development of gangs. First, while in a condition of 

total anarchy (like the European during the Middle Ages) the rising lord had much 

freedom in establishing the rules of the game, today’s gangs may be limited by 

the precedent set by the state. Second, and following the above, today’s gangs 

                                                 
31 An important exception is the warlordism literature. Reno (98) in particular underlines the 
difference between a collapsed state and anarchy. 
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have the freedom of establishing and reinforcing rules in the illegal arena, which 

is by definition not one where the state can enter32.   

The extraordinarily important consequence of this discovery is that a 

gang’s involvement in illegal business may be the strongest factor in the decline 

of the state because it allows for a virtually unlimited accumulation of resources 

on the part of the gang, enabling their continued existence independently from the 

support of those who live in the areas that they control. Paradoxically, the 

autonomous control over natural resources particularly if illegal may eliminate the 

need for gangs to modernize. Today’s gangs, differently from the ones of the past, 

might not need to give as many concessions to people to build a bureaucracy. 

Furthermore, they might have learned from the examples of the state, and might 

intentionally prevent modernization in order to maintain much of their present 

power. Finally, the financial autonomy of today’s gangs may constitute an 

important difference between these and the gangs from which the modern state 

developed. 

 

                                                 
32 Skaperdas (93:7) insightfully writes: “In a sense with prohibition the state voluntarily although 
sometimes unwittingly creates conditions that facilitate the emergence of anarchy in the affected 
areas of economic activity” because since it cannot intervene as an adjudicator in matters outside 
of the law  (such as drugs), parties that are involved in the illegal arena will make recourse to extra 
legal adjudicating mechanisms.  This point will be further discussed in chapter eight where I 
present the effect of illegal sources of finances as the most important obstacles to negotiations.  



 64 

Isolation, anarchic situations, and the rise of strongmen    
 The isolation from the state may not lead to anarchy in the sense of every 

man against all others33 , but it creates the need for someone to raise to the 

challenge of ordering the interactions between the members of that community34. 

The conundrum imposed by the lack of a regulating structure is the existence of 

two contradictory realities at the unison: the fundamental lack of trust in one 

another, and the want of protection to ensure survival. Who does one trust to 

protect him or her, if one cannot trust anyone?35 One hypothesis advanced by the 

literature is that the solution might actually be imposed upon the individual, even 

                                                 
33 Hobbes describes anarchy as follows: “For as amongst masterlesse men, there is perpetual war 
of every men against its neighbor; no inheritance to transmit to the son nor to expect from the 
Father; no property in Goods, or Lands, no security; but a full and absolute Libertie in every 
particular man: So in States and Common-wealth (not every man) has an absolute Libertie, to do 
what it shall judge (…) most conducive to their benefit” (Hobbes, 1651:181). Such type of war of 
man against man does not describe the situation that most countries find themselves in that the 
state continues to be in the background; though as yet another  gang. This is why I refer to the 
situation as anarchic environment and not anarchy. 
34 A difference should be made between instances where the state presence declines from certain 
areas and where the state was never present in certain areas. In the first case the creation of an 
anarchic situation is quite likely as strongmen fight for the control of the area. In the second case, 
however, more peaceful solutions may be found as society is presumably still organized in a 
traditional way (e.g., clans or small groups) that have their own internal logic. 
35  Anthropological research has found that Hobbes’ observations are more than a “mental 
experiment” to understand life prior to the existence of the modern state. Diamond (97) finds that 
when members of small bands or tribes encounter somebody that is unknown to them, their 
immediate instinct is to kill them. For example, Diamond discovered that the rapid decline of the 
Fayu’s in Africa (from 2000 to 400) was due to killings between clans of the same people both of 
whom feared that the other would steal from them. While clans cannot trust one another, and thus 
cannot come into contact without bloodshed, life in small communities is possible because all 
those who form it are related by marriage or blood, which create a human bond and build 
reciprocal trust35.  
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without or prior to his consent36.  Because not all individuals are equally strong, 

those that are stronger are able to impose their rules and to enforce them through 

the use of force, if necessary.  

Skaperdas (93), for example, advances the hypothesis that in an anarchic 

environment those who convert their initial resources into arms (vs. more 

productive goals) are, ironically, at an advantage because they have the means to 

impose their will upon others.  Thus they can demand “bread and butter” instead 

of producing it. The assumption is that it is to the advantage of the strongest to 

impose rules of conduct upon those that are weaker so that these can help them 

maximize their own interest and achieve their goals efficiently. This is what a 

gang does. 

 A familiar example of the process of the rise of strongmen is the origin of 

the Sicilian Mafia 37 . When feudalism declined in Sicily in the 1850s, the 

landowners lost much of their property and most migrated to the city, leaving the 

countryside in a condition of lawlessness and disarray. As in medieval Europe, in 

Sicily the landowners were the law, they imposed and enforced their rules.  When 

they finally abandoned the countryside, the order that they had imposed collapsed 

leaving nothing in its place. One consequence was that the conduct of everyday 

business became risky and dangerous because contracts had no value since none 
                                                 
36 The other hypothesis is that the state is the result of a contract between individuals in the state 
of Nature. For critique see Skaperdas (93) 
37 See Gambetta (93) 
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could enforce them, and brigandage along the commercial routes was rampant.  

Those that had the means of power in the Sicilian countryside, the “bravi” of the 

feudal lords, formed the Mafia in this environment. These had already developed 

skills in intimidation and coercion in earlier days when enforcing the landowners’ 

interests, thus with the fall of the feudal system they basically became self-

employed38. The Mafia was born as a protection agency that assured a successful 

completion of commercial transactions or the enforcement of a contract between 

two individuals. The mechanism of enforcement was violence. 

A brief historical review shows how the state developed in Europe from 

the anarchy of the Middle Ages. When the centralized system of the Roman 

Empire started to fail around 600 A.D., the power to administer, tax and rule de 

facto fell onto the local magnates.  By the beginning of the first millennium, 

Europe was divided into plots of land controlled by dukes and knights who were 

loyal to the king and could be called by him at any time to support his army. 

However, the king received no other material resources from them and had to 

                                                 
38 Similarly, in Colombia the only skills members of insurgent groups learn are those associated 
with fighting and surviving in a rough environment. This aspect alone is a significant problem for 
the achievement of peace.  Though this is common for all insurgencies (because their status offers 
them partial immunity from the law and the condemnation of society), it is particularly relevant for 
“rich” insurgencies (those that have larger profits) because there is very little incentive to leave 
their military skills behind and to undertake the costs and troubles of acquiring new ones.   It 
follows that the longer the life of the insurgency is, the greater the incentives of its members to 
keep it standing are, and the more difficult reaching an agreement and sustaining it is. 
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support himself39.  Nobles fought with one another and with the king to acquire 

land and greater power when other means to achieve the same result such as 

alliances and intermarriages, were unavailable. Lords financed their military 

campaigns with taxes imposed onto the inhabitants of their territories, and credit 

obtained from wealthy entrepreneurs who were also interested in conquering 

territories that could be advantageous for commerce40.  Finally, Europe came out 

of the Middle Ages composed of a small number of powers that had been 

militarily successful in defeating their competitors. 

However, the transformation of primitive states or gangs into the modern 

ones did not occur until after Napoleon, with the creation of national armies and 

the emotional support of the population (hegemony) that I discussed above. The 

needs of war (taxes and soldiers) brought about the transformation41 that would 

render the states responsive to their inhabitants. In order to fight, the king needed 

an army and money.  Taxes were levied to pay for the expenses of war but the 

subjects did not receive the benefits of their financial efforts until they begun 

revolting against their sovereigns, often in coalition with discontented nobles to 

acquire greater leverage vs. the king.    

                                                 
39 Kings were no different from other nobles, since the deference to them was essentially social. 
For example the Duchy of Aquaitain in France was six times the size of the king’s domain 
40 See Bishop (1970); Grousset (1970); Smail(1976); and Griess (84) 
41 See Downing (92); Tilly (93); Tilly (?), and Porter (94). 



 68 

Indeed, the state was an unintended creation of lords and kings who 

championed war exclusively to enlarge their possessions by conquering new 

territories.  The services provided to the people (i.e., the bureaucracy) were only 

regretfully put in place as a necessity of the great lord to contain the costs of 

ruling. Thus they were not born as a result of the state per se.   

 

Isolation in modern times 
The concept of isolation from the state is not easily understandable for 

those who live in Europe or North America where railroads and highways 

interweave entire continents unifying peoples and cultures. While these states 

have a developed bureaucracy that brings services such as healthcare, water and 

education to their clients, the citizens, gangs are at best only minimally 

preoccupied with satisfying these needs. Gangs do have an organizational 

structure, but this is generally simple where roles and functions remain 

undifferentiated, and are aimed at satisfying primarily self-promoting goals.   

In Colombia as well as in other L.DC’s where insurmountable mountains 

and dense jungles comprise the territory, communication and transportation are 

extremely challenging and, in some cases, may be perceived as unnecessary.  The 

state may be uninterested in spending significant resources and effort to expand to 

remote areas in exchange for minimal contributions in taxation on the part of the 
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inhabitants. The result is that these areas remain socially, economically and 

politically deprived.  

In practical terms, this means that services such as healthcare, 

infrastructure construction and maintenance, judicial and medical facilities, and 

law enforcement may be unavailable or terribly inefficient. The lack of basic 

investments poses obstacles to development, leaving these areas poor and often 

surviving on subsistence economies. At best, people that live in isolated areas do 

not feel part of the country; at worst, they may feel betrayed and abandoned by a 

state that is viewed as being non responsive and inefficient or outright negligent 

for not fulfilling what are seen as its basic responsibilities.  

I refer to four types of “isolation” from the state. These are: geographic 

(i.e., difficult terrain, distance from center, developed transportation network), 

socio-economic (i.e., diversity of the urban and rural environments), political (i.e., 

presence of a bureaucracy that executes the laws and assures the monopoly of 

violence of the state) and legal (i.e., presence and effectiveness of enforcement of 

the laws). 

 

MOTIVATION AT THE INDIVIDUAL AND GROUP LEVELS 
Above, I discussed why gangs arise in areas that are isolated from the state, 

and explained that these are created by strongmen who impose rules aimed at 
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lowering transaction costs of human interaction so as to most effectively satisfy 

their goals.  In order to exist any gang has to satisfy at least four requirements: 1) 

the founder(s) has to have an objective to achieve; 2) the goal must require the 

collaboration of many in order to be achieved; 3) the founder(s) must have the 

means to impose his/her will; and, 4) there must be people willing to join. 

Regardless of the motivation, the founder(s) will have to make others interested in 

participating in the group. Thus the problem of group formation is really a 

collective action problem. 

Individuals decide to join a group because they perceive that the group can 

satisfy their aspirations. Thus, among all individuals in a given area, only those 

who perceive that their aspirations could be fulfilled by the group, at the time 

when the decision to participate is taken, will in fact become members. Similarly, 

members whose incentives are fulfilled by the group will continue to participate, 

while others will leave (unless forced to remain).  This means that in order to find 

and understand the goals of the group one must consider not only what the 

motivations of the group as a whole might be, but also what motivates the 

members to join, thus emphasis must be placed on the incentives offered by the 

gang (to join and to remain).  

The group’s control over highly valued and preferably renewable natural 

resources determines whether the incentives offered by the group are primarily 
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tangible or politico-ideological, and the level of unit cohesion inside of the 

organization.  The reason for the importance of valuable natural resources is that 

these give the group autonomous and ample financial resources, which allows the 

group independence from any contributor and the ability to provide valued 

incentives to its members. Differently from finances achieved through taxation or 

the assistance of foreign powers (dependent source) or even from a rich founder 

(independent source), natural resources provide an ample and usually renewable 

source of finances without in exchange, having to negotiate the motivations of the 

organization with any of these entities or make concessions to the population at 

large42. In other words, natural resources render a group independent and self-

sufficient, but usually not hegemonic.  

Furthermore, differently from finances derived from criminal activities 

(exclusively), which tend to become extinguished even over short periods of 

time43, natural resources are usually renewable providing a group with reasonable 

expectation of continuing to enjoy similar incomes also in the future.  The ample, 

                                                 
42 For example, organizations that depend on natural resources for their survival do not have to 
adopt communist or non-communist ideology such as in the case of a number of groups during the 
Cold War; they do not have to depend on the contribution of the community which may be scarce 
and not forthcoming, and it would constrain the action of the group in that the community would 
have a higher bargaining power vis-à-vis the organization; and, finally, they do not have to depend 
on the will of a single individual.   
43 Groups that obtain their finances exclusively or primarily from extortion, kidnapping and 
robbery find that these activities are unsustainable in the long run. In an economy such as the 
Colombian one, the wealthy eventually increase their security or move to other countries (which 
renders them stealth to kidnappers and robbers), the poor do not possess much that is worth 
stealing, and the middle classes are quite slim.     
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autonomous, and often renewable finances that the control over natural resources 

offer, permit the organization to incur expenses (for example military) without 

diminishing their financial capacity in significant ways, that permits members to 

pursue their self-interest while assuring the survival of the organization when the 

threat of invasion or military confrontation increases. 

High financial capacity (i.e., the total finances minus the expenditures) 

allows the organization to survive and to attract membership over long periods of 

time by providing tangible benefits that fulfill the aspirations of its members. 

However, the provision of tangible benefits attracts individuals who are motivated 

by self-interest and not those whose aspirations are primarily driven by fighting 

for the well being of their community (i.e., politico-ideological incentives). High 

financial capacity also lowers the level of unit cohesion by luring members into 

pursuing personal goals. This environment provides the opportunity to leaders 

principally but also to other members of the organization to achieve personal 

objectives rather than contributing to the public objective of the organization. In 

the long run, the objective of the organization may become progressively less 

important as the character of the organization is transformed with the motivations 

of its members and may be reduced to little more than an empty rhetoric. 

In conclusion, the presence of tangible benefits (which generally leads to 

low levels of unit cohesion) push groups to develop a primarily calculative 
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character, while the absence of tangible benefits or the low presence of these 

(which generally leads to high levels of unit cohesion) push an organization to 

develop a primarily normative character. In the case of Colombia, I hypothesize 

that control over natural resources, largely determines whether a group will have a 

calculative character. This hypothesis does not exclude the presence and 

importance of politico-ideological incentives all along, but implies that these may 

be secondary relative to economic and socio-psychological ones.  

Table 1: Motivation to Join Violent Groups  

INDIVIDUAL   SELECTIVE    GROUP   calculative 
MOTIVATIONS  INCENTIVES      normative 
           
 
 
economic politico-ideological  financial capacity  unit cohesion 
 
and                                 
socio-psychological     autonomous    high military budget 
       vs. dependent   vs. low military budget 
      
 
 
 

natural resources    

 

The character of the gang and natural resources 
Why do natural resources motivate a group to develop a calculative 

character in opposition to an normative one? I consider first the motivations of the 
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group as a whole. Natural resources influence the motivations of the membership 

in the same direction. Thus, the motivations of the group and that of its members 

(new and old) are mutually reinforcing.   

All groups can be distinguished according to their character into 

calculative and normative.  Calculative groups are those whose actions are 

oriented primarily at making a profit. Normative groups, instead, have primarily 

non-tangible goals intended to promote the well being of their community, though 

their actions and decision-making processes are also strategic. Examples of these 

types of groups are: some revolutionary movements in the 1960s and 1970s such 

as the FMLN in El Salvador, and some religious-based groups and sects.  

The main difference between calculative and emotion oriented groups is 

their financial capacity.  Assuming that the financial capacity of a group is 

determined by the amount of finances available, primarily, and the amount of 

expenditures (particularly military expenditures as these are not fixed), a group 

will have high financial capacity when the expenditures are low relative to the 

finances of a group.  The control over highly valued natural resources influences 

the financial capacity in a positive way in that these offer ample, autonomous, and 

usually renewable resources. However, high military expenditures (i.e., monetary 

costs) influence the financial capacity in a negative way.  This means that the 
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character of a group may change over time as its financial capacity increases or 

decreases. 

 Groups may tend to acquire a calculative nature when their financial 

capacity is high. Where finances are derived from the exploitation of natural 

resources, the likelihood that a group will develop a calculative character is 

extremely high. A number of recent studies have already underlined the 

connection between intrastate conflict and the presence of natural resources in the 

areas where the conflict takes place (Collier and Hoeffler, 2000; Soysa, 2000; 

Keen, 98; Reno, 98 for example).  However, not all natural resources may 

generate wealth for a gang in the same way or quantity. Because gangs usually do 

not possess advanced technology and know-how, natural resources must have the 

following qualities to be most useful to the gang: they have to be easily 

exploitable and transportable, have a high value in the international market, and 

preferably be renewable. Moreover, because gangs are not recognized in the 

international market as valid players, there must be a black market (or the 

conditions to form one) for the commercialization of the goods. Thus the 

exploitation of diamonds in Angola and coca in Colombia are prime examples of 

how easily exploitable natural resources can make gangs autonomous financers of 

their activities, and, I argue, profit seeking enterprises.   
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The great quantity of cash involved with the gang’s commercialization of 

natural resources, which is (necessarily) illegal, renders the gang highly 

financially capable.  Increased financial capacity has two consequences. First, it 

allows a gang to offer great monetary incentives to its members, thus attracting 

many individuals whose primary motivations are economic. This is particularly 

true (as in any market) if opportunities for similarly remunerated employment are 

scarce.  Second, high financial capacity allows a gang to profit, even while 

supporting moderate or high military expenditures because it has the resources to 

purchase arms (and still give tangible benefits to members). However, military 

expenditures may be purposefully kept low if the character of the gang is 

primarily calculative rather than normative. I will discuss the first point later44.  

According to my argument, groups that invest a high portion of their 

finances in armament to better their combat ability relative to the opponent are 

generally prone to have an normative character. This is because high military 

expenditures decrease the finances available for disbursement of tangible benefits 

to recruits; in these circumstances a group will attract primarily individuals whose 

motivations are not primarily economic (though some economic and socio-

psychological incentives may be present as well).  These groups will have to 

appeal to potential members primarily by offering them the opportunity to 

promote the well being of the community. Moreover, intense fighting between 
                                                 
44 Refer to the following subsection on selective incentives 
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opponents (which should induce high amounts of military expenditures) elicits 

emotional commitment on the part of the individual because individuals are 

pressured into protecting their community, and the high non-monetary costs 

related with intense fighting tend to diminish the incentives to participate just to 

receive tangible benefits in return. In contrast, groups that have limited military 

expenditures are prone to have a calculative character.   

 
 

Individual motivations and selective incentives 
 I have explained that the primary goal of the gang is by definition, to stay 

alive and to allow its members to achieve their goals. The conundrum at hand is 

thus, understanding what the goals of those that compose the gang could be. To 

explain the motivation of the individuals, I begin by making a few basic 

assumptions. 

First, I assume that individuals have certain aspirations, and that these may 

be substantively different for each person. Aspirations are the combination of the 

innermost part of the self (which people are born with) and the identity that each 

person interiorizes from their surrounding environment (which may change with 

the acquisition of more complex knowledge and information about the 

environment per se). Thus the environment (including norms) actively participates 
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in the formation of goals45.  Second, I assume that not all aspirations are equally 

as strong; certain ones are stronger than others. Third, I assume that individuals 

aim at promoting their self- interest. This means that individuals will act in ways 

that will allow them to reach their aspirations. It follows that individuals will aim 

at reaching their strongest aspirations rather than their weakest ones. Fourth, I 

assume that an individual makes cost-effective decisions regarding which desire 

to fulfill at a given time. Thus, even if a person’s highest aspiration is to become 

an astronaut and his second highest aspiration is to become an airplane pilot, he 

will chose the second over the first, if he only has the money to pay for the 

schooling that is required to become a pilot. Finally, I assume that an individual 

will make cost-effective decisions regarding the strategy that he will pursue to 

reach the aspiration that he has selected to fulfill.   

 What all of this means for the purposes of this dissertation is that unless 

forced, an individual will undertake an action only if he perceives that the result 

of such action is more beneficial to him (i.e., it allows him to achieve the highest 

desire possible) than the costs associated with the action itself, at least according 

to his calculations at the time in which the decision takes place. If the costs 

                                                 
45 A simple example of how the environment may participate in the formation of goals is that an 
individual born into a Democratic or Republican family may immediately espouse the political 
standing of his family; however, as he acquires more information about that party he may start to 
dislike it, and finally move to another party. However, a sibling of the individual, may not be 
exposed to information that make him doubt of his choice to belong to such party, to contrary with 
time, he may increase his enthusiasm for the party. 
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associated with an action are perceived to be greater than the value the person 

places on reaching a certain goal, then the goal will go unmet (though a different 

one may be met). It is important to note that the costs are not fixed and vary 

according to changes in the external environment (the individual cannot influence 

the costs).  

  If the decision to join an organization is determined by a benefit vs. cost 

calculation on the part of each potential member46, given the environment, then to 

explain rebellions grievance-based theories must assume that the benefits of 

participating are the satisfaction of the collective grievances. However, in chapter 

one, I explained that this assumption leads to a collective action problem because 

each individual will want a free ride. Thus, it seems that other incentives must 

also be present to motivate individuals that would otherwise not participate even 

on costly actions.  In Chapter One, I also listed valuable solutions to such 

collective action problems primarily through selective incentives.   

Assuming that the goals of each individual are of two types, self-

promoting (economic and socio-psychological incentives) and group-oriented 

(normative)47, it follows that individuals may be motivated to participate in order 

                                                 
46 This is the basic point that Jankowski (91) makes, but it is at the same time also a fundamental 
assumption that collective action theorists make.  
47 Little (89) has classified individuals’ incentives in a similar way in reviewing the foundations of 
collective action. He writes: “Collective action can be classified according to the kind of shared 
goals that guide the individuals who participate in them –private interests and group interests.” 
(Little, 89: 148)  
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to achieve the group –oriented goal of the organization, which is publicly stated, 

as well as to achieve individual tangible benefits to differing degrees.  The 

tangible benefits that individuals receive by joining a group are nothing else than 

“selective incentives”. Jankowski and other students of gangs do not use the 

collective action jargon, but this is the concept they refer to when they say: “The 

ability of the organization to maintain its members is dependent on its capacity to 

provide them with services, which may include entertainment, protection, 

financial assets, and material possessions.” (Jankowski, 30:91).  

At their core selective incentives are material (Lickbach 94)48, but there is 

no reason why they cannot be also be of a non-material nature49. If the goal of 

selective incentives is to offer a group member a payment in exchange for his 

services, the fundamental aspect of such payment is to provide the individual 

something of value to him, and this something may be non-material as long as it is 

valued by the receiver as a tangible benefit. It is intuitive that most people value 

primarily material payments, such as money, but most people also value non-

material payments, such as the provision of security. 

There are at least three reasons why members of any group value material 

retributions highly. First, because groups arise in isolated environments, those 

who join them are generally poor and need material rewards to survive or help 
                                                 
48  Selective incentives are generally defined as “private goods or side payments that are available 
to peasants who participate in collective dissent” (Keen, 398:94) 
49 Herbst (2000) also seems to suggest this point between the lines. 
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their family to survive. It follows that very few individuals could afford to join a 

group without getting material rewards in return. Second, humans are by nature 

greedy. Because material possessions are valued in society, and I have assumed 

that human desires are partially internalized from the environment (partially 

innate), it follows that the accumulation of material possession is likely to be a 

goal sought after by many.  Third, material goods provide a sense of security for 

eventual future scarcity, thus they are highly valued even when individuals have 

little financial concerns (e.g. the value placed upon retirement accounts).  

 I do not argue that politico-ideological incentives such as identity, class 

and human solidarity are unimportant factors in motivating individuals to 

participate. Rather, they are only part of the reason why individuals join violent 

groups; the other part is the provision of tangible (selective) incentives.  While 

both tangible (i.e., self-promoting) and group-oriented incentives are generally 

present in an organization, they are present in different degrees. This difference in 

terms of degrees determines whether organizations develop a predominantly 

calculative character from those that develop a primarily normative character.  

Below I discuss the different motivations that induce individuals to join (and 

remain) in violent groups. 
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Defiance  
Gang theory hypothesizes that not all individuals who live in a certain 

environment join gangs, thus underlying grievances, which are usually correlated 

with the formation of violent organizations may not provide satisfying answers 

for forming or joining these groups. The puzzle of why only some people join 

may lye at the individual level, in certain personality traits of those who join. 

Jankowski finds that those who join gangs tend to share these characteristics: 

competitiveness, mistrust, self-reliance, low levels of attachment to others, and a 

survival instinct.  In other words, members of gangs tend to be defiant individuals.  

Interestingly, these are also personality traits that members of violent groups 

must have in order to be effective on the battlefield. Soldiers must be independent 

and self-reliant in order to survive and raise to the challenging circumstances of 

war. However, defiant personalities hinder collective action because defiant 

individuals are independent, mistrustful, and self-reliant. This creates a paradox in 

that defiant individuals must also be active members of a group.  The solution of 

the paradox is in the development of unit cohesion; that is, an emotional and loyal 

commitment to the organization.    

   

Economic incentives: Greed 
 Human greed may be the strongest incentive to join an organization such 

as a gang. Traditionally, scholars have argued that economic need, not greed, 
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contributed to the formation of the state (Hobsbawm, 2000).  In an environment 

where job opportunities are scarce because the economy is limited to one of 

subsistence, the argument goes, the prospect of receiving a regular salary or, at 

least, food, clothing, housing, and diversion is not only extremely appealing, but a 

necessity. Gangs offer such benefits in exchange for participation and loyalty. 

Erik Hobsbawm (2000) who introduced the concept of “social banditry” argues 

that stealing and forming criminal bands in peasant societies is a form of self-help, 

and a reactionary act that challenges the encroaching economic, political, and 

social order of the state, which peasants perceive as being unjust. What 

differentiates their acts from those of criminals is the motivation of the peasants-

bandits (i.e., survival), and their community’s justification, and even applause, of 

their actions. Bandits find support in the community not only because they remain 

an integrative part of it, but also because they often give back to the community 

what they steel from barons --a sort of “Robin Hood”--while they never steal from 

the community per se.    

Cribb (91) and other scholars have criticized Hobsbawm’s argument on 

the grounds that he presents an idealized view of the peasantry, and that, in fact, 

finding social bandits that correspond to this description is quite uncommon. 

Instead Cribb (91) and Dinnen (98) in their investigations of revolutionary groups 

in Jakarta and Papua New Guinea respectively find that “What we know of 
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recruitment to gangsterism suggests that this was a profession chosen fairly early 

in life as an alternative to the mundane existence of a peasant rather than a 

desperate measure into which an impoverished peasant might be forced.” (Cribb, 

27:91).  Like Hobsbawm’s peasants, gangsters in Indonesia also gave back to the 

community part of what they robbed50. But their generosity was not the result of 

moral compulsion (as in Hobsbawm’s case); it was an individual decision. 

Gangsters took on social responsibilities only “if it suited them”.  Finally, 

Hobsbawm’s bandit may not be far from gangsters or revolutionaries in practice, 

but its theoretical presentation seems to be an unwarranted attempt to justify 

rather than explain this phenomenon.   

Gang membership might be mostly affected by low material rewards and 

the monotony of work that other options entail, rather than by unemployment or 

poverty. Evidence supporting the hypothesis championed by Cribb can be found 

also in societies where the levels of poverty may not be drastic.  The presence of 

crime in times of wealth such as in the United States in the late 1990s is testimony 

to the fact that the opportunity to have a job is not always preferred to 

membership in a group (gang) where the individual profit and excitement can be 

much higher than that achieved by working, and the personal requirements such 

as timeliness and dedication, are not as tasking.  Moreover, research on gangs 

                                                 
50 They worked for the landlords to control labor and the potential encroachment of other 
landlords. 
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supports the idea that profit is a primary concern for members of the gang. In 

teenage gangs profit is not a goal that members aspire to for its own sake, but 

primarily for the purpose of making money to achieve “the good life”; that is the 

ability to purchase clothes, gold chains, music, stereos and the like.   

In militaristic organizations such as guerrillas or paramilitaries where 

several individual freedoms are necessarily breeched, profit may not be spent by 

individuals in the same way. No or little money may be spent on clothing, for 

example, since everybody wears a uniform; no money is spent on food and 

lodging as these are provided, and no money is spent on the purchase of large 

items that are cumbersome to transport.  Indeed, one may ask, how could the 

purpose of being in this organization be profit, if money cannot be enjoyed? This 

puzzle has traditionally insulated groups like the guerrillas who claim to fight for 

social justice (and for the Colombian poor), from the accusation of being driven 

by material incentives.  But the proposition that individuals are fighting for profit 

is not as far-fetched as it may seem at first. For example, even the Christian 

Crusades of the Middle Ages, which supposedly were motivated by religious 

convictions and faith, were mostly an opportunity for booty. In fact, Pope 

Innocent III excommunicated all those that participated in the fourth Crusade 

(1202-1204) because they sacked the very Christian town that they were sent to 

protect (Gries, 84).  Even in restricted circumstances cash opens many doors, such 
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as the interest of women (cash may be used to court women such as with jewelry), 

the possibility of sustaining one’s family, the option of having a more comfortable 

lifestyle than those outside of the organization (i.e., better food, lodging, 

equipment), and perhaps the option of saving for the future or fleeing to freedom -

-with a lot of money.   

Furthermore, the value of cash may be different for individuals at different 

levels within the organization. Because leaders usually have more independent 

positions than other members in the organization their economic goals may be 

reached. Economic incentives may not be the principal motivation for joining or 

for the rank-and file, but money may become a progressively more important 

motivation once one is in the gang and has the opportunity to rise within the 

ranks51. It is possible then that some individuals join the organizations for matters 

different from the purely economic, but develop the aspiration for profit once in 

the group. 

This concept is elucidated in principal agent theory. Even in those 

organizations where leaders are not paid, these are generally in the position to 

accept bribes or to skim cash or goods off the payments that the organization 

receives. Thus, leaders generally have the opportunity to make a profit. The only 

constraint to this opportunity is the presence of a strong level of unit cohesion in 
                                                 
51 Levitt (2000) for example, argues that profit is not elevated for teenagers when they first join a 
gang, but they are lured by the idea that they can reach positions of leadership in little time, and 
that will allow them to make greater profit.. 
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the organization; that is, the acceptance of the norms of the organization and the 

internalization of these by each individual, and in particular, the leaders. 

Following the norms of the organization restrains the individual aspirations to 

maximize self-serving goals, and allows for deference to be given to loyalty and 

commitment to the objective of the group. The enforcement of the rules through a 

committed leadership, member’s dedication to the same objective, and an overall 

inspirational environment motivate each individual to follow the rules. However, 

the lack of anyone of these three components, in particular a committed 

leadership, means that the level of unit cohesion is either low or non-existent.  

For these leaders, much of the profit associated with belonging to a gang-

like organization may reside in the possession of material goods that are not 

available in the environment from which members come.  These may include 

bank accounts in foreign countries, refined liquor, imported products, computers 

and luxurious cars, and comfortable lodging for the higher echelons of the 

organization; goods of lesser value may be available to lower ranking members.  

Thus, being in the gang offers the opportunity to live a life where material needs 

are satisfied by the organization without the need for much cash to be 

redistributed. 

The lack of state institutions as mentioned repeatedly creates an 

environment where legal alternatives for the creation of successful businesses are 
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few. With no streets, no rules, no rail, little opportunities for an economy of scale, 

a subsistence economy is the alternative option. But this may not seem acceptable 

to those for whom illegal businesses are a viable one, particularly given that the 

isolation indirectly insolates individuals from the legal system of the state.   

But what prevents these individuals from engaging in illegal actions that 

would allow them to make a profit without having to join an organization?  The 

answer offered by gang theory is that working through and/or for a group may be 

desirable because the organization has a network of contacts and can offer 

protection to the individual working in it; thus it is cost effective for individuals to 

join instead of working independently. In other words, participating in illegal 

activities as a member of a group lowers the cost of “doing business” rising the 

overall collective and individual benefits because resources such as start-up costs, 

ideas and machinery can be gathered, while different roles and functions can be 

assigned to maximize the efficiency of operations. Furthermore, the illegal nature 

of the business inevitably requires the formation of an organization that functions 

as an army. This is because the organization will have to protect itself and its 

business from the attempts of the state to eliminate it, as well as from the attempts 

of potential competitors to gain control over it.   
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Socio-psychological incentives: Seduction and survival  
 Economic desires may not be the sole motivation to join an organization. 

Most often individuals join for many different reasons. Non-material and also 

politico-ideological incentives of membership are not only compatible but also 

complementary to profit. A gang can be thought of as a business. Businesses gain 

the interest of possible employees by offering them substantial benefit packages 

such as healthcare, vacation time, on-site daycare, and telecommuting. 

Furthermore, businesses aspire to maintain the interest of their employees and to 

boost their performance by promoting an emotional attachment, loyalty, and 

cohesion.  

The crusades are again a pertinent reminder of how different motivations 

can mix, while the material benefit of the individual remains of most importance. 

Though some crusaders were moved to follow papal orders by religious zeal (for 

example, Richard the Lionhearted) and others by the promise of a fief in heaven, 

many were lured into joining by promises of credit for their businesses, and many 

others, especially among the nobles, were attracted by the excitement that travel 

to the East awoke in them (Bishop, 1970). 

 As in businesses, different individuals in gangs find one or more aspects 

of the benefit package to be more appealing than others.  Below, I consider socio-

psychological incentives that may attract individuals to join a violent group. I also 

refer to these kinds of incentives as tangible non-material benefits to specify that 
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these incentives are indeed self-promoting tools that armed organizations may 

offer to individuals as selective incentives to lure them to participate. In the next 

section (entitled “Ideals, Ideology and Unit Cohesion”), I discuss the politico-

ideological motivations that push individuals to join52. 

 

Sense of empowerment: Women, arms, and the thrill of danger 
 Gang literature concurs in establishing that “access to women” is an 

important feature in enticing male teenagers to join a gang.  However, to my 

knowledge, the literature on revolutions has entirely neglected “women” (and 

other mundane reasons) as motives for participation in revolutionary movements.  

Access to women underscores a dual reality. On the one hand, teenagers acquire 

status by participating in a gang because it offers them the opportunity to feel 

more powerful than others and to show that they are fearless in front of danger --

which are characteristics that are commonly assumed to attract women. Also, 

being part of the gang allows teen-age boys to purchase gifts (at times even 

extravagant ones) for their girlfriends or invite them to the movies or to expensive 

restaurants, which are commonly assumed to be behaviors that girls want and are 

attracted to.  On the other hand, “access to women” means that participating in a 
                                                 
52 Note that emotional motivations are different from selective incentives in that they do not 
benefit the person in an individual way. The individual does not receive anything “special” in 
return for participating in this case. Participation only achieves a public good if the insurgents win, 
and not a private one. The person who is motivated by ideals and ideology is motivated by a sense 
of justice, in other words by a common grievance of his community.   
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gang (if this is co-ed, as the majority are) enables boys to meet girls that are 

already in the gang53. Guerrillas may be motivated by similar motives.  

It is no surprise that boys are also attracted to guns. Weapons are 

intuitively associated with powerfulness, and boys turn to weapons in the in the 

pursuit of status. Possessing a gun gives teenagers the feeling that they have the 

means to force others to do what they wish. Thus, weapons make teenagers feel 

equal to adults.  If one accepts Jankowski’s hypothesis that membership into a 

gang is dictated on the micro level at least, by certain individual socio-

psychological characteristics, such as defiance, mistrust, self-reliance, 

competitiveness, and social isolation, and these are the cover for a person who is 

at the same time fearful, unsure, and weak, it follows that the ultimate goal for 

such individuals is the achievement of status, the perception of being above all 

and everybody else.  

The concern with status is particularly acute among boys, who are 

expected by society to be strong, virile, detached, and controlled. It follows that 

the defiant ones test their fearlessness by seeking membership in armed groups. 

Defying danger is ultimately another incentive that “seduces” individuals, 

                                                 
53  In his interview with gang members, Van Winke found that many males reported 
enthusiastically that sexual acts are part of the initiation rights of girls into the gang (men have to 
undergo violence); however, most women denied that forced sex was part of the initiation process 
of becoming a gang member. The author does not provide a definite solution on this matter.  It is 
possible (and likely) that guys would depict the process vividly beyond reality, but it is doubtful 
that they in separate interviews all lied about this fact. On the other hand it is possible also that 
girls do not want to admit personal and intimate details to an interviewer. 
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particularly boys to partake in organized violence.  Like women and guns, thrill of 

danger has seduced soldiers and civilians through history.  However, the concept 

of violence as a thrill has not been considered in the mainstream sociological 

literature where violence is dismissed as being irrational and meaningless. 

Recently Laintin and Fearon (2000) argued that even the most hideous kind of 

violence such as that of soccer club fans (Beauford, 91) and serial killers (Katz, 

88) may be explained in a logical fashion as a seductive energy that is produced 

and enacted, but that can also be stopped. “Violence is –writes Beauford—one of 

the most intensely lived experiences, and for those capable of giving themselves 

to it, it is one of the most intense pleasures.”(207:91). Thus, joining violent 

groups may be at least partly, a choice that individuals make to feel a thrill.  

Part of the thrill is brought about by the sheer danger of being caught 

while committing a violent act. It is the very act of getting away with doing 

something that the state considers illegal that seduces certain individuals, and 

makes them want to repeat the act once and again54.   Another aspect of the thrill 

is brought about by the notoriety that those that commit the crime acquire. The 

desire of fame and the hunger for making history find an outlet in violence. The 

                                                 
54 In describing Peci, one of the main leaders of the Red Brigades a terrorist group active in Italy 
in the 70s, Drake reaffirms this sense of thrill associated with violence: “He lovingly details his 
passion for guns and the feeling of power they give him. Although Peci claims to have vomited 
after every assassination, he never felt so alive as he did when on a mission” (Drake, 89:162).  
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media, in its effort to inform, feeds the passion for fame of those who would 

otherwise be unlikely to be under the spotlight. 

 

Rebelliousness and vengeance  
One of the characteristics of defiant individuals is their sense of 

rebelliousness and a vengeance against those whom they perceive as oppressors.  

Rebelliousness is often associated with teenagers, who usually form gangs and are 

the predominant components of insurgent organizations. Differently from the 

grievance theory, though rebelliousness in this case is not fomented primarily by a 

social or political system that may be perceived as unfair. Here the concept is 

much more limited in scope. This is not a communal fight, but the expression of 

an individual rage against some other individual and the choice to participate is an 

opportunity to use the group for personal vengeance.      

 

Protection 
This aspect is quite counterintuitive at first, but becomes clear if one 

thinks that the protection of citizens is arguably the most important function that a 

government executes. I argue that individuals may choose to join potentially 

violent organizations in seek of protection.  In a violent environment where the 

state does not enforce its laws, not being part of any organization may be quite 
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dangerous because the person is vulnerable of being accused of being a partisan 

by all sides without having the protection of any. Being part of one organization 

or another allows the individual to seek refuge and protection from the outside, 

but also to better protect himself from the very members of the organization who 

may otherwise consider him an enemy. The result is that many individuals in 

zones where violent conflict takes place have little (real) choice but to join (or 

support) the strong gang in the area or risk persecution from it and/or other strong 

groups. This unfortunately happens quite often in paramilitary and guerrilla 

controlled areas, but it also happens in US inner cities.  In this case protection is 

sought out as a private good. Joining a violent group is a choice that promotes the 

individual interest of the person who joins; it is not a method of advancing the 

security of other members in the community.               

 

Sense of belonging: identity and enthusiasm 
Members of a nation tend to identify themselves as living in a common 

country, speaking a common language, or practicing the same religious and 

cultural customs. Weak state presence in certain pockets of the country hinders 

the creation of national identity and allegiance to the state; in fact, a sense of 

resentment against the state may develop in these areas.  Strongmen that form 

groups in areas isolated from the state may exploit these grievances that these 
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circumstances produce by presenting themselves as an alternative to the state, 

defining the environment within which people live, and offering a sense of 

identity to the people that decide to join them.  I argue that this may be an 

important factor as to why people, and youngsters in particular, join groups such 

as gangs and other organizations that have an ideology or a scope that can give 

meaning to life and significance to everyday existence. Belonging to a group with 

the intensity that some members might belong to gangs or similar organizations 

becomes in turn, an affirmation of oneself.  It is a definition of the person as an 

individual as he attempts to escape from the nothingness that surrounds him into a 

group that provides excitement and a system of beliefs and rules according to 

which to live. 

In an environment such as Colombia where the state has little presence 

and inspires little hope in the hearts of people, alternative organizations may 

respond to the need of individuals to “belong” and to fight for something: an ideal.  

In these cases the organization has to consider that the employment of violence to 

reach the ideal may become more important than the ideal per se, and the 

fulfillment that having an ideal provokes may become more important than 

actually achieving the ideal.  In other words, the professed ideal of social justice 

that many revolutionary groups claim may uncover a romantic need or pursuit for 

the members, a sort of German sensucht, more than a true commitment to bring 
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about change.  Violence, though theoretically justified by ideologies that aim at 

bringing about change -change that is the cause of passion and furor for many- 

may damage the original intent and become the end itself.  Drake, a scholar of the 

Italian Red Brigades, writes: 

 “As in Salerno’s case, the terrorist life gradually assumed for Peci a 
reality of its own apart from ideological considerations (…): after a time, 
the philosophical ideas, the political goals, the human values, and the 
sense of a historical mission, which to some degree at least influence the 
thinking of a terrorist, are compromised by violence as a way of life. 
Eventually violence ceases to be the means and becomes the end in itself” 
(Drake, 89:163).  
  

 

Politico-ideological incentives: ideals, ideology, and unit cohesion  
A third set of incentives may motivate individuals to participate in 

collective action, and that is, the pursuit of a cause that a community perceives as 

being moral and just. These are basically the grievances that the literature refers 

to55.  Distinct from selective incentives, which entice individuals to participate in 

collective action in exchange for a personal good, politico-ideological incentives 

are group-oriented. The individual joins a group not primarily to receive a 

tangible benefit (material or non-material), but because s/he feels morally 

compelled to participate. In other words, participation is not attached to the 

                                                 
55 Refer to the literature review section in Chapter One  



 97 

receipt of any private good but is based on the likelihood of obtaining collective 

goods that the rest of the community will also enjoy. 

Though individuals often join for self-promoting reasons (i.e., to obtain 

tangible benefits in return) as well as for politico-ideological ones, the pre-

eminence of one type of incentive vs. the other may have important consequences 

at the group level.  The type of incentives being offered ultimately characterizes 

the group as being primarily calculative or normative. Hence the character of an 

organization can be visualized as a continuum between calculative and normative, 

where economic and socio-psychological incentives are at one extreme and 

normative ones are at the other (see Table 2).  

 

 

Table 2: Group Character and Individual Incentives 

 
 
Calculative ------I--------------------I--------------------------------I--------  Normative  

 economic  socio-psychological      politico-ideological 
 incentives incentives       incentives 

 

The reasons for joining cited in the gang literature are similar in parts of 

the world as diverse as Greece, Indonesia, and New Guinea.  In the following 

chapters I will show that Colombia is no exception.  For example, Alfredo Rangel, 

a Colombian political analyst stated that:  
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“They [the guerrilleros] feel that their social standing rises—not just theirs 
but that of their own family. They all feel more important. They are kids 
who join the guerrillas barefoot and hungry. They get three meals a day, a 
weapon and a little self-esteem. They learn to read and write and they feel 
they are adding something to the country. Their lives are better than before 
they entered.”56  

 
Though Rangel is quite optimistic regarding the positive impact of the guerrilla on 

the members’ mental development, he captures the spirit of how different 

incentives may collide. 

According to gang theory, the reasons for joining also convince 

individuals to remain in the organization. In the case of guerrilla groups there are 

at least two caveats. The first caveat is that, differently from street gangs, 

insurgent groups are formal armies and generally do not allow members to leave. 

The second caveat is that the relative weight of the different incentives may 

change, even while the incentives per se remain the same. It would be reasonable 

to hypothesize that the lack of freedom to leave may provoke anger against the 

leadership disloyalty or inefficiency on the battlefield.  

Another possibility is that the organization itself preempts this outcome by 

indoctrinating the members into believing that participating is actually their form 

of salvation (fighting for a cause). Members may become progressively more 

loyal to the organization and more motivated by “ideals” as time passes than 

when they first joined.  At the same time, members may develop progressively 

                                                 
56 Miami Herald, April 25, 1999 
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greater stakes in the organization’s well being hoping that they will reach a high 

position in it; they will be motivated to perform because if their organization does 

not do well, their future position and job are threatened. Indeed, there may be a 

progressive habituation of life in the organization and not a turn in the opposite 

direction. The concept of unit cohesion, which expresses the loyalty to the 

organization, is a good indicator of whether members develop a moral attachment 

to the organization or not.  

Thus, ideals such as a sense of justice may acquire relative importance at 

different stages of the organization’s life, but also at different stages of an 

individual’s life in it.  The commitment to a social cause may be as much an 

instrument of the organization to maintain its members actively interested in 

participating, as it is an individual’s own way to rationalize using violence as 

requested by the organization 

. 

Sense of justice: ideals and ideology 
Certain individuals join the guerrillas principally because they are driven 

by ideals of equality and social justice. Ideological reasons for belonging to an 

insurgent organization have been central to the study of revolutionary movements. 

The Colombian guerrillas claim that they are the “last of the mohicans”, the only 

group still true to Marxist ideals. However, only a few members of the 
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organization, the better educated, may actually understand Marxism, while others 

may be driven by the vague ideal of fighting for social justice.  Indeed, the 

strength of ideology as a motivation may be more tied to the level of education of 

the participants than to the objective conditions of poverty and inequality that 

characterize the environment where the organization acts. 

For many the ideal of social justice may represent little more than an 

intuition that their lives are harsher than those of other Colombians, and that their 

hardships could be prevented or at least rendered more tolerable through the 

support of the state. In fact, they may only truly understand their own intuition 

after they become members of an organization; as the organization explains to 

them the reasons for fighting this ideology as a motivation may become 

progressively stronger as individuals spend time in the organization. This is for 

three reasons. In the first place, individuals are trained to think and talk about 

social justice. In the second place, showing a commitment to ideology is praised 

and is at least a facilitating factor for ascension to the leadership ranks. Finally, 

the idea of fighting for a worthy cause is empowering and exciting, despite 

whether this is merely a mental rationalization to justify ones action or a true 

commitment to change.   
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Unit cohesion 
The concept of unit cohesion, as it is used in this dissertation, comes from 

military jargon.  It indicates an emotional commitment to the organization to 

which an individual belongs. Attachment to the organization is independent of 

other motivations that individuals may have, and reflects one’s internalization of 

the rules and beliefs of the organization. In other words an organization that 

exhibits high levels of unit cohesion is composed primarily of individuals who 

believe in its objectives and for whom reaching such objectives and adopting 

behaviors that reflect the pursuit of these is supremely important.  

The existence of high levels of unit cohesion may be independent from the 

members’ motivations for joining.  However, once individuals have joined, 

stronger politico-ideological motivations to participate should develop if the 

organization has high levels of unit cohesion.  Thus the level of unit cohesion is 

indicative of the emotional commitment inside of the organization at any one time.  

According to the literature, the level of unit cohesion can be determined 

by considering the leadership and the environment within which the members 

interact. The presence of inspirational leadership and a motivational environment 

develop where high levels of unit cohesion are present. Inspirational leadership 

means that leaders are committed to the rules of the organization. They attempt to 

infuse the objective of the organization and the rules onto the followers by 

example more than by punishment. Moreover, their goal is to become moral 
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examples for their soldiers, putting their own well being in second place. Indeed, 

a highly cohesive organization is not different from the cohesive state described 

by Migdal (94) where members have internalized the rules of the game and act 

according to them. 

High levels of unit cohesion are generally associated with organizations 

that have only limited financial capacity. The availability of tangible benefits 

corrupts individuals by luring them into using the organization to advance their 

own self-interest. The role of leadership becomes fundamental in determining the 

level of unit cohesion in groups that have a high financial capacity. Paradoxically, 

though, leaders are also the individuals most easily lured into pursuing tangible 

benefits because of their prominent roles in the organization. In the Colombian 

case leaders collect “taxes”, receive cash from ransoms, narcotrafficking etc.  

The absence of an inspirational leadership is likely to hinder the presence 

of a motivational environment. If leaders do not follow the rules of the 

organization, and thus do not promote the objectives of the group, the followers 

cannot be expected to do it. To the contrary, the followers are likely to take 

advantage of the vacuum of authority to pursue tangible benefits.  

Another important factor in determining the level of unit cohesion (besides 

the leadership and the environment) is the intensity of fighting which affects the 

financial capacity of an armed group. Assuming that increased intensities of 
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fighting lead to greater military expenditures (in order to ensure the organization’s 

survival); it follows that when the fighting is intense not many resources will be 

available for redistribution as tangible incentives; hence the organization will try 

to recruit those who are motivated primarily by politico-ideological incentives.   It 

follows also that when the fighting is intense, members may become less 

concerned about receiving tangible benefits because the costs of participation rise.   

 

WHY FIGHT? WHY USE VIOLENCE ? 
I have now set the stage to address the question posed by this dissertation.  

I hypothesize that groups whose nature is primarily calculative may not seek to 

negotiate, but to purposely prolong the conflict. In certain cases, opponents may 

prefer the continuation of the conflict to any other alternative57. This is for two 

main reasons. First, individual members of opponent groups may profit from the 

tangible benefits that their organization offers or that opponent organizations offer 

in the form of bribes (pay-offs). Indeed, because tangible benefits diminish when 

military expenditures increase, intensifying the conflict runs counter to the 

members’ benefit, and they oppose it.  

Second, for cases where opponents derive their profit from the control 

over natural resources, particularly if these are illegal, mutually acceptable 

                                                 
57 Other alternatives will be discussed in the conclusion. 
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agreements are difficult to find. On one hand, the benefits derived from highly 

valued natural resources are high, which increases the individuals’ stake in the 

existence of the organization that controls such territories because the 

organization ensures that the members share in those profits. On the other hand, 

when natural resources (and their commercialization) are illegal, agreements are 

virtually nil because the state can neither partake in the business after an 

agreement is reached nor defy international pressures by making it legal. In 

conclusion, in order to widen the bargaining range (i.e., obtain possible 

agreements) at least one opponent has to sustain high costs (which reduce his 

willingness to fight); but the fact that individual members of opponent groups 

gain personal benefits from the continuation of the conflict hinders rising the 

intensity of the fighting.  

 

Current explanations 
The first explanation of why conflicts continue derives from the general 

theory of war, according to which a war ends when opponents reach an agreement 

regarding their (mutual) bargaining power (Blainey, 88). According to Fearon 

(95), the fundamental problem, therefore, is the opponents’ lack of knowledge 

regarding each other’s military strength and willingness to fight (which 

determines bargaining power). Fearon argues that fighting occurs because 
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opponents hold private information regarding one another and they have an 

incentive to misrepresent such information, which increases the misperception 

about relative bargaining power, causing opponents to disagree (on it)58. Fighting, 

then, allows opponents to learn about such private information; ultimately 

bringing them to negotiate. It follows that the continuation of fighting indicates 

that opponents still hold too much private information regarding their bargaining 

power to allow for negotiations to occur.  In other words, stalemates are instances 

in which opponents are still trying to discover each other’s private information.  

Licklider (95) proposes understanding extended stalemates as costly 

confrontations. The realization that the fighting is “mutually hurting”, the 

argument goes, brings opponents to negotiate.  This explanation is ultimately no 

different from Fearon’s theory as Wagner points out (in Licklider, 95); however, 

differently from that, it emphasizes the important role of costs in the termination 

of war. 

 Walter argues that the inevitable problem in ending civil wars is that the 

winning opponent cannot commit himself to respect the terms of the agreement 

after the losing opponent gives up its arms, as the agreement would require59. 

                                                 
58 Refer to the literature review section in Ch. 1  
59 Giving up arms is usually part of negotiation agreements between opponents in domestic 
conflicts. This is for rather obvious reasons. First, if the state is defined for its monopoly over the 
use of force, it follows that another organization that is also highly armed may become a state 
within a state; second, and more important, an opponent that holds arms may be more prone to use 
them at any occurrence where it is unsatisfied with the unfolding of the events, precipitating the 
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Knowing that this scenario is likely, the losing party –it is argued-- prefers to 

continue to fight while it has arms rather than negotiate and have to defend itself 

at a later time (when it no longer has access to arms).  I discussed the assumptions 

behind which these theories are constructed in Chapter One. Here I only 

emphasize those that I see as most problematic.   

The problem with these explanations is as follows. First, they 

fundamentally assume that the opponents have political goals in that they (both) 

aspire to be the state, thus fighting is gird toward the negotiations.  Second, they 

assume that agreements can always be reached in that goods are divisible or pay 

offs may be possible. Third, they consider opponents as “blocks”. Forth they 

assume that opponents will use maximum exertion of effort so as to negotiate 

sooner rather than later; that is, why fighting is usually considered to be an 

extremely costly activity60.  

 

                                                                                                                                     
recurrence of fighting; third, the state itself may feel threatened by any and each activity 
undertaken by an armed former opponent, which may lead to a domestic security problem where 
the state undertakes pre-emptive action, again renewing the conflict.  
60 .  However, calculations regarding the costs of fighting may be misleading especially in 
guerrilla warfare where battlefield deaths and civilian deaths are extremely hard to differentiate. 
The incorporation of civilian deaths as battlefield deaths may not be warranted in many cases 
where the civilian population is attacked under the pretext that they are supporters of another 
group, but in fact they are not. I propose that it is necessary to calculate the costs of fighting for 
each opponent and violence for the civilian population separately in order to truly understand who 
among the parties touched by the conflict is actually paying for its costs. Looking at conflicts 
holistically may lead to a miscalculation of the actual number of battlefield deaths, and the 
misclassification of violence as war. 
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Character of a Gang and fighting 
Let us recall that the goals of the gang are two by definition: to fulfill the 

motivations of its members so as to maintain membership, and to preserve itself in 

time and space. I discussed the former earlier, now I will discuss the latter, (which 

is also the ultimate goal of the group)61. At a minimum, to survive a gang has to 

be able to defend itself from exterior or interior competitors, and to maintain itself 

financially viable so as to acquire guns.  If one assumes that the gang operates in a 

rational manner,62 military activities are expected to vary according to the level of 

threat posed by possible competitors or opponents.   

I can think of at least three cases in which a threat may be perceived to 

increase, and thus require a substantial investment in military expenditures: 1) 

when opponents encroach upon one another’s territories; 2) when opponents 

interfere with one another’s financial viability; or 3) when opponents’ military 

strength and willingness to fight increases. Most times, and particularly when 

natural resources are the source of finances for at least one group, territorial 

control and financial viability coincide. 

It follows that when the threat is high, much time and effort will be 

required from the members for defense purposes, while relatively limited 

financial resources will be available to the gang for redistribution. Hence loyalty, 

                                                 
61 This is because without the gang no member would be able to fulfill his aspirations. 
62 The assumption is that goals remain constant over time if the environment does not change, and 
the manner of achieving them is efficient. 
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devotion, esprit de corps (i.e., high levels of unit cohesion) as well as the 

predominance of non-tangible incentives for joining will be necessary63.  In other 

words, economic selective incentives available will be minimal, and socio-

psychological incentives will lose importance, while politico-ideological 

incentives will acquire importance. 

However, this scenario may not always develop in countries where gangs 

have the control over natural resources.  The reasons why not are simple. First, 

gangs emerge in isolated areas of a country, thus they usually have an ample 

buffer zone that separates them from their opponents. Given that the state in 

countries where gangs develop is truly present only in limited areas (while others 

remain isolated), the state is mostly interested in maintaining the control over 

those areas.  In fact, the state may not perceive investing significant resources in 

conquering isolated areas as a profitable venture in that these are scarcely 

inhabited and would be the source of little revenue. However, the interests of the 

state may shift if these areas become of interest to it; for example, if the 

population increases, or legal natural resources are found.  

The size and terrain of the country may be an important factor in the 

likelihood of fighting. If the country under consideration is small and the terrain is 

                                                 
63 According to Herbst (2000), the relative strength of the state vs. the rebels is the most important 
factor in determining the motivations of the members of the rebel group because, assuming that 
the primary role of the group is to combat, an army that seeks to loot all of the time is not an 
effective army.  
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rather flat, then it is more likely that the buffer zone between the center and the 

periphery (where gangs are likely to form) is minimal, and the threat posed by the 

gang is perceived as being high resulting in intense fighting. In this case the 

conflict may turn into an outright war, and the gang emotion-oriented. 

Second, and related, states in countries where gangs are born may not be 

interested, or have the military strength, to engage competitors (if this is not 

perceived as a threat) as armies are poorly equipped and trained64.  Third, and 

most importantly, natural resources provide ample, autonomous and often 

renewable source of income that may not affect the ability of the gang to provide 

tangible benefits to their members while continuing to fight, at least at a low 

intensity. 

Hence, if the military expenditures are low on the part of the state, the 

gang needs only to preserve a stalemate in order to survive, and can dedicate more 

of its finances to satisfy the aspiration of its members.  In this case, the economic 

incentives are satisfied while little change occurs in territorial control.  

Thus, certain stalemates (where calculative groups are present) might not 

have been fully understood by the conflict literature in political science. Not all 

stalemates are costly, thus not all stalemates necessarily facilitate reaching an 

                                                 
64 Hardin (95) explains the weakness of the state (what I call “isolation”) as a lack of coordination 
among its members.  States where gangs can form are by definition not coordinated, thus their 
combat capacity may be expected not to be great.   
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agreement (as some argue)65.  Imagine that a gang has the resources to buy 100 

arms, but the state only allocates to the army money to buy 50 arms. Given that 

the goals of the gang are not necessarily to defeat the enemy and not only to 

survive (maintaining territorial control successfully against the state), but also to 

fulfill the aspirations of its members, the gang will only allocate to the 

procurement of arms the amount of money necessary to keep the state at bay (for 

example 50 or 60 arms), and spend the rest on its members, and vice versa.  In 

this case, the territorial domain of each remains basically unaltered, while the 

conflict continues.  

 However, if the state further funds the army, the gang will also have to 

invest more in fighting and, therefore, less could be spent on selective incentives 

and expenditures for the members.  With time the gang could transform itself 

from profit-seeking to emotion based66. Obvious criteria that help to estimate the 

intensity of fighting include: the amount of military expenses relative to the 

overall budget; the battlefield activity (i.e., number of engagements and changes 

in the balance of power), and the number of battlefield deaths.  Indeed, increases 

in military activity (i.e., intensity of fighting) may be a function of changes in the 

incentive structure and not a necessity of the conflict per se.  

                                                 
65 See Zartman (95). 
66 Of course, the contrary is also possible (and perhaps more likely). In chapter 5, I will show that 
this is the case of Colombia, where a predominantly emotion-based guerrilla transformed itself 
into a profit making organization as it discovered the business of coca. 
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Increasing military expenditures has three consequences: 1) it increases 

the fighting between opponents; 2) it increases the individual costs of belonging 

to an opponent group; 3) it reduces the overall value of the selective incentives (as 

a consequence of 1) and 2) here above). Fighting then is not per se an attractive 

solution for any of the players because it increases the costs of doing business 

(both for the organization and for the individual members) to such a point that it 

may render the business not profitable. 

So opponents may look for a way to lower the costs of fighting but at least 

maintain the territory (which is the very source of revenue).  A formal agreement 

of any sort may be inconvenient because it would take away the gang’s territorial 

domination over the resources, which would necessarily imply its death as an 

organization. This is because it would no longer be financially viable and may 

eventually lose out in a political contest. A formal agreement would also 

eliminate the member’s benefits of belonging to a group in the form of economic 

incentives and pay-offs.  

Furthermore, because the group’s existence may depend largely from 

illegal business, any settlement with the state would necessarily eliminate the 

raison d’etre of the gang, unless the state changed its rules. But it is unlikely that 

the state would change its laws regarding what is legal and what is not because 

the international arena is extremely unlikely to accept such changes (the 
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boundaries of legality are similar everywhere) and perhaps even impose sanctions 

on the state or its clients (i.e., make business difficult for those from which the 

state draws its taxes). Another reason is that the illegal nature of the business in 

which gangs are mostly involved, makes it unlikely that the international 

community would accept them as independent states.    

Why is fighting necessary at all --one may ask? Why don’t opponents 

agree to keep the status quo and stop fighting altogether? There are a number of 

reasons why fighting is appealing. First, fighting constitutes a socio-psychological 

incentive for at least some individuals who join the opponent groups. If there is no 

fighting, belonging to a group may very well lose appeal. Furthermore, fighting 

may be used to liberate the energy that accumulates within opponent groups in the 

periods without fighting67. Related to this, fighting is necessary in order to upkeep 

the combat skills of the gang members68 as these may be needed if the intensity of 

the conflict rises in the future. 

Second, de facto or local agreements have no means of being enforced 

because obviously there is no legal recourse that would uphold them; hence these 

must be enforced militarily. However, to preserve the low costs of the conflict, 

                                                 
67 This was also the reality of war during the crusades where few face-to-face contacts developed. 
68 This is not uncommon. For example the US Army supports international operations (such as in 
Somalia and Bosnia) partly because it is a good way to maintain the skills of the soldiers, 
especially in times where the United States is involved in no wars. 
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fighting may be used only sporadically while violence (which has no significant 

impact on the cost of opponent groups) may be used more systematically. 

 Third, opponents may limit fighting to prevent their own modernization 

from gangs to developed states in order to restrict their dependence on the 

community for manpower. Earlier I explained that these gangs are similar to the 

primitive states during the European Middle Ages. Those entities rendered 

themselves progressively more dependent on their citizens to obtain the finances 

and manpower necessary for war and in return had to provide them with benefits, 

which progressively limited their independence and their capacity to fulfill 

personal goals.  The gangs of today and perhaps also certain states seem to 

prevent such outcome. In this case, fighting serves as a mechanism to distract the 

common citizen from their role of monitors of the government, and the 

inhabitants of the gang controlled areas from rebelling against their rule or certain 

modalities of it.   

I will show how this is done in Colombia, where some have even talked 

about the on-going violence as a “show” put in place by the politicians for the 

people. While this creates an ideal scenario for a calculative gang, it is also 

acceptable for the state (not just for its members) as long as costs are low and the 

state presence over the territory where the majority of the population lives is not 

questioned. The defeat of the gang would require a large investment in peripheral 
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areas, which the state may not be capable or willing to undertake.  Paradoxically, 

in the Colombian conflict while opponents are enemies on one hand, they actually 

help each other by keeping costs low through the use of violence.  In this sense 

they in fact collaborate with one another. 

In truth, the “live and let live” relationship that forms between gangs and 

state is similar to that of gangs and police in inner cities (Jankowski, 91; Decker 

Van Winkle, 96; Dinner, 98) and it is documented in other cases of guerrilla 

activity (Keen 98). For example, Koliopulos (87) shows that border bandits were 

often integrated into the Greek Army to fight irredentist wars against the Turks in 

exchange for pardons. Similarly, Cribb (91) shows that gangsters in Indonesia 

were at times incorporated into the Revolutionary Army to fight against the 

colonial rule of the Dutch.  So, persecution as well as collaboration between 

guerrillas and the state has historically occurred at the same time.     In essence, 

whereas street gangs are engaged in fighting against other gangs for the control of 

a neighborhood or sections of it, the gangs that I consider sustain combat 

operations of much larger scale against the state and any other competitor that 

may threaten its dominance over a specific territory. 
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The meaning of violence 
In order to at least maintain territorial domain without causing great costs 

to members or the alteration of the stalemate, gangs use violence against civilians 

as well as or rather than direct confrontation with one another. Indeed, violence is 

the outcome of a situation where fighting is necessary, but it is kept to a minimum 

because it is a costly activity, and may bring unwanted transformations into the 

opponent organizations.  Violence, may take various forms besides maintaining 

territorial domination: against civilians who may be neutral or may support other 

groups, against certain group members, or against those who try to bring the 

conflict to an end.   

In conclusion, while violence may seem senseless and random in a place 

like Colombia, in reality it has a meaning, and this is to maintain the status quo 

unaltered. This scenario prompts the counterintuitive idea that 

 “Whereas analysts have tended to assume that war is the end and abuse of 
civilians the “means”, it is important to consider the opposite possibility: 
that the end is to engage in abuse or crimes that bring immediate rewards, 
while the means is war and its perpetration” (Keen,  :98).   
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Violence used to maintain or conquer territory - “ make a buck?” 
It is clear without further explanation that if opponents are drawing a 

profit from the territory they control, they will do all that is necessary to maintain 

control over that area. I call these “profitable territories” precisely because they 

are fundamental for the survival and well being of the organization. It is not a 

surprise that the countries where profit-driven violence is present are also quite 

well off in terms of natural resources that are easily exploitable and have great 

value in the international market. Diamonds in Angola and Sierra Leone and coca 

in Colombia are good examples of easily exploitable natural resources that require 

a minimum investment in technology and know how to be exploited.  Because of 

the relative ease in obtaining such resources, the barriers imposed on their 

commercialization, and the high demand for them, a black market network is 

formed. So, it is really the fact that there are artificial barriers placed on the 

commercialization of these goods that the price for them is high and the 

opponents are assured a good business.  

But, often opponents have the added burden of transporting resources to a 

location from which they can easily enter the black market, thus they are not 

exclusively interested in the control over geographical pockets where these 

profitable resources are located, but they are also interested in maintaining the 

control over the areas that are needed to transport these products to the exterior. I 

call these “strategic territories”. 
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This is not true for Colombia only.  For example, the Christian Crusades 

“but rarely afforded the spectacle of two armies bent on mutual destruction; the 

true end of military activity was the capture and defense of fortified places” 

(Grousset, 39:70) which occurred through raids that mainly destroyed and looted 

property.  

 

Violence used to maintain a community base 
 Insurgents cannot live without a community, just as a street gang cannot 

sustain itself without the neighborhood. In the traditional guerrillas of El Salvador 

and Nicaragua, warriors were often undistinguishable from the rest of the 

population; they lived off the contributions of the peasants and took refuge in 

their homes.  Though profit seeking groups may not depend directly on the 

surrounding community for resources, a community bases is still important for 

three reasons: first, their support (even if forced or manipulated) provides 

legitimacy to the insurgent “goal”; second, the community largely furthers the 

financial goal of the insurgency by literally working for them 69 ; third, the 

insurgents seek manpower among residents of the areas that they control.   

                                                 
69 As we will see in chapter five, the modus operandi of the paramilitary is that of conquer an area 
by “cleansing it” (i.e., eliminate all individuals that have come in contact with the guerrillas even 
unwillingly and even if they do not necessarily support it), repopulating it and leaving behind 
people of confidence to collect taxes from the population and maintaining security. 
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 Paradoxically, the economic self-sufficiency of the insurgency renders the 

civilian population in the areas that they dominate of lesser importance and use to 

them, which leads them to acquire a domineering attitude 70 . So while the 

insurgents still need the community, they do not need to court their wholehearted 

support or to perform acts that foment the support of the community such as the 

construction of roads, bridges, and education and healthcare 71 , which are 

prerogatives of a state. 

 

Violence used to block political arrangements (negotiations) 
 The costs of the conflict in scenarios such as the one that I am describing 

are paid principally not by the main players, but by the civilians upon whom 

violence is exercised to avoid the costs of fighting. It follows that no other actor 

but the civilian population has a real incentive to stop the violence. However, this 

is not an easy task. First and foremost city dwellers, who could press the 

government to increase the costs of fighting for the opponents, may also have 

little incentive to act because the violence does not actually touch them directly, 

but individually and in a manner unrelated to the conflict per se (for example, 

through extortion and kidnapping). Second, the peasants who are the ones that 
                                                 
70 According to guerrilla warfare, the support of the community should come naturally from the 
people and with great commitment. 
71 Interestingly, inhabitants of the demilitarized zone where the guerrilla is de facto the state claim 
that the guerrilla does nothing to act as a pseudo-government though it imposes taxes as high as 
50%.  



 119 

mostly suffer from the violence do not have the means to organize because they 

are fearful of reprisals and do not have the political connections and wherewithal 

to be effective. Third, academics, journalists, and activists of various nature who 

feel the moral imperative to bring an end to the conflict and could mobilize both 

the urban and the rural sectors, are often eliminated by members of opponent 

bands or intimidated into taking refuge in foreign countries.  This is an ironic 

situation and one that indeed helps perhaps more than any to maintain the status 

quo.  

 

Violence to climb the “corporate ladder” 
Like in business the amount of merchandise sold is used to differentiate 

the best salesmen from the rest, in gang-like organizations, the profit that a 

member brings into the organization is used to determine whether this will be a 

leader or not. Profit can be made by deepening or expanding the illegal networks 

such as through arms and drugs, by robbing, kidnapping, or extorting. Indeed, 

success in increasing the organization’s profit is rewarded through promotions. El 

Negro Acacio and Romana are two textbook examples of this phenomenon in 

Colombia.   
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Violence used to promote unit cohesion 
It has been claimed that wars can be used by states to unify a country 

when this is under attack from external aggressors.  In much the same way, a gang 

uses opponent bands to foment cohesion inside of the organization and support for 

the leadership and modus operandi.  It is thus no surprise that the Colombian 

insurgency also uses the potential threat of opponents to conduct (pre-emptive) 

attacks and by so doing, to strengthen the unit cohesion of the group.  But, why 

does violence stimulate unit cohesion? The answer seems to be two fold.  

On one hand, it creates the opportunity for members of a group to share 

dramatic experiences, which arguably creates a spirit of comradeship even among 

people that do not know each other. On the other hand, violence functions as a 

wall between the members of the group and the rest of society (Grossman, 96). 

The very act of violence renders members witness to and responsible for the act, 

while society or the opponent are the victims of the act72. Moreover, and perhaps 

more fundamentally, the actual confrontation with the opponent becomes the 

rational justification for the need of the group to continue to exist in the first place. 

In other words, just the fact that a violent encounter with the opponent took place 

justifies the need for the organization in its role as the protector of the territory. 

The need for defense remains superficial and hollow until the members find 

themselves in a position where they have to fight to retain their territory or 

                                                 
72 See Grosset (96)  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Research Design and Methodology 

 

In this chapter, I summarize the hypotheses formulated in Chapter Two 

and discuss ways in which these can be tested and what findings would validate 

or undermine the hypotheses. I also discuss how I collected the information to 

test the hypotheses. I begin by briefly introducing and certain terms I use in the 

dissertation.  

 

VOCABULARY 
During the process of thinking about intrastate conflicts, I realized that the 

conflict literature contains important conceptual ambiguities. Some of these may 

derive from the use of a restricted and general vocabulary to express vastly 

different realities. For example, the word “violence” is used to refer to fighting, 

coercion, abuse or killing of civilians, and looting. Other ambiguities may derive 

from the lack of a specialized vocabulary to explain contemporary conflicts, such 

as those driven primarily by greed. In the following pages, I define how certain 

key words (isolation, profitable and strategic territory, and civil war) are used in 

my dissertation.    
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Isolation  
In this dissertation “isolation” means isolation from the state. Generally, 

isolation from the state refers to the physical distance of certain areas from the 

center (the state). I consider different types of isolation. In fact, sometimes the 

physical distance from the state is irrelevant to determine isolation.  There are 

areas in Colombia that are close to Bogota’, but seem quite removed from the 

city. Thus, the connotation of isolation may be complex. I consider four types of 

isolation: geographical, political, legal and bureaucratic or administrative. The 

presence of one or more of these implies that an area is isolated. 

Geographical isolation refers to the lack of means of communication 

between the center and the periphery. Political isolation refers to the lack of an 

exclusive monopoly on violence by the state on its territory. Legal isolation is the 

lack of enforcement of the rule of law. Finally bureaucratic or administrative 

isolation is the deficiency in the performance of services that are usually the 

scope of the state, such as the collection of taxes.  

 

 Profitable and Strategic Territories 
 In this dissertation, “profitable” and “strategic” territories have an 

exclusively economic meaning. Profitable territories are the areas from which 

opponent groups derive their finances. For the state, profitable territories are the 

most populated areas of the country such as large cities, areas with great industrial 
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development, and areas where highly valued (legal) natural resources are present. 

In these areas the state has the ability to obtain large amounts of cash in the form 

of taxes from inhabitants (the citizens) and from the sale of industrial products 

(either directly if the industries belong to the state or through taxes). Subversive 

groups, which operate as pseudo-governments, obtain their cash in a similar way, 

by taxing the inhabitants of the areas they control and their activities or by selling 

goods directly to buyers.  

 Though subversive groups act as pseudo governments, they are different 

from the state in at least two ways. The first one is that subversives do not have to 

obey the rules established by the international community because they are not a 

recognized state. This informal status allows them to engage in the sale of goods 

that are considered to be illegal by the international community or by the state, or 

to engage in illegal commerce of legal goods. Examples of this behavior are the 

sale of drugs (i.e., considered an illegal good by the international community); the 

sale of protection (i.e., considered an illegal good by the state); an participation in 

the black market (i.e., illegal commerce). The financial capacity that subversive 

groups can achieve when they engage in illegal enterprises is quite high relative to 

the output of effort, which allows them to maximize their financial resources. 

The second difference is that subversive groups may be present in isolated 

areas of the country, which are generally characterized by a small population and 
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little or no industrial development.  Their presence in rural areas has two 

consequences: 1) the amount of cash the group can expect to collect in the form of 

taxes (voluntary or not) may not be great; 2) the financial autonomy of subversive 

groups depends on the presence of natural resources in the areas they control or 

on external help. 

The term “strategic” in strategic territory has no military connotation. 

Usually a territory is considered strategic if it is crucial to limiting the opponent’s 

ability to fight. In this dissertation, controlling strategic territories is important in 

terms of profit because such control enables the opponents to increase their 

financial resources. For example, for the state it is important to control territories 

that connect major cities or the industrial centers to these so that taxes can be 

collected; for subversive groups it is important to control rivers that can allow for 

the commercialization of their goods.  

 

Civil war 
One of the underlying discussions in this dissertation is whether the 

Colombian conflict is a civil war. There is no strict definition of civil war in the 

literature, but scholars generally agree on the fact that civil wars are costly 

contests of force between two or more organized groups who do not have 

exclusive sovereignty over the entire country, and where at least one of these is 
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the state. Furthermore, the contest of force has the purpose of making the other 

opponent do something that he may otherwise not do.  This definition is 

composed of various parts that need further clarification in order for it to be 

operationalized.  The rising number of low intensity but long lasting intrastate 

conflicts in large regions of the world has led scholars to question the numerical 

parameters according to which a conflict is conflict is considered costly, so as to 

render them more flexible.  

Some theories establish arbitrary parameters for the classification of 

conflicts without justifying why these parameters are chosen in the first place. I 

think that there are two crucial considerations to keep in mind in order to achieve 

a constructive debate over the classification of conflicts as civil wars (as defined 

above). The first is that the aim of the use of force in a conflict is to make the 

opponent do something that it would otherwise not do. Consequently fighting and 

violence against civilians are two means by which civilians can bend the 

opponent’s will. In this case fighting refers to battlefield engagements between 

two armed organized groups, and violence against civilians refers to the use of 

civilians as a proxy.   

The second is that, according to this definition, opponents in civil wars are 

organized groups that have the support of a considerable population. Furthermore, 

the state (i,e,. national government) has to be one of the opponents. In other words, 
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the state must be the opponent of every organized group involved in the conflict. 

This means that there may be multiple conflicts fought at the same time, but only 

the one(s) fought against the state can be qualified as a civil war. It follows that 

only the number of battlefield deaths in the conflict against the state can be 

counted as being part of a civil war, the others may be related or influence these, 

but should not be considered as part of the civil war.  Scholars have focused 

primarily on the first issue, often assuming the organizational aspect away.  I will 

start by discussing this latter issue. 

 Sovereign organizations 
The emphasis on the organizational aspect of the opponent groups in the 

definition is intended to differentiate civil wars from other instances of large scale 

violence such as riots, looting, and civil disorder.  To qualify as a civil war, 

members of opponent groups have to be responsive to a leadership structure over 

extended periods of time (i.e., not simply for a protest). To qualify as a civil war, 

there must also be multiple sovereignty; that is, neither opponent can claim that 

the population obeys to one or the other exclusively.  While scholars tend to 

mention the organizational requirement explicitly in their definition, most assume 

away the issue of sovereignty.  

Civil wars have traditionally been understood as struggles over 

incompatible claims for the control of the state. Some (Walter, 98) have argued, in 
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fact, that civil wars are much more difficult to terminate than other conflicts 

because the good that is contested is indivisible. For example, in wars of 

succession, in cases where political elites split, in wars of secession, or in cases 

where certain sections of the population further ideological claims that are 

incompatible with the state, struggles for the control of the state can reasonably be 

expected to last a long time and to be extremely costly. In these cases the victory 

of one side necessarily determines the defeat of the other.   

Today’s intra-state conflicts are mostly characterized by organized groups 

that call themselves “rebels” and that contest the sovereignty of the state. Though  

rebel movements have different origins and different specific objectives, they are 

characterized by the fact that they advance claims that are incompatible with those 

of the state (Tilly, 95). The incompatibility of rebels and the state stands on 

ideological differences. Furthermore, the ideological claims are assumed to be 

supported not only by the organization, but also by a large part of the community 

(Wickam-Crowley, 91). In other words, rebel groups are assumed to have 

sovereignty, in that members of the community “pay taxes, provide men to its 

army, feed its functionaries, honor its symbols, give time to its service, or yield 

other resources despite the prohibitions of a still existing government they 

formerly obeyed” (Tilly, 78:192). 
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However, the self-identification of certain organizations as rebel groups, 

the ideological claims that they profess as an explanation of their actions, and the 

amplitude or sincerity of their supporters, may not always underscore a 

paradigmatic revolutionary organization. The assumption that these groups are 

structured, ideologically driven, and supported by the membership and the 

community, may be unwarranted. Furthermore today’s civil wars are not 

necessarily about the control of the state, despite the rebels’ claims of ideological 

incompatibility with the state.  

What I am suggesting is that often the rhetoric of groups opposed to the 

state, projects the image that these rebel groups embody the characteristics that 

people normally associate with them, but in fact they do not. The revolutionary 

rhetoric may be just a convenient stratagem. First, by proclaiming the destruction 

of the government, rebel groups can obtain the support of those who have 

grievances against it, thus increasing their recruitment rate. Second, by 

proclaiming their fight in ideological terms, they are often able to achieve the 

support (financial and otherwise) of part of the international community that 

actually sympathizes with that ideological standing. So, for example, in the past 

the USSR funded self-proclaimed Marxist groups in Africa during the Cold War, 

and today the FARC receives much support from certain NGOs.        
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Groups opposed to the state may not always constitute a “sovereign 

organization”, which rebels are assumed to have. There is enough scholarly and 

journalistic evidence to believe that much of the support that the so-called rebel 

groups receive is because of coercion73, and not because they win the “hearts and 

minds” of the people; thus the term “sovereignty” may have to be relegated to the 

past74.  These organizations are basically gangs. 

 Furthermore, the state is often undistinguishable from the gangs against 

which it competes in that it does not have the support of its members and must use 

coercive methods to impose its will even on those who would be expected to 

support it.  The literature on conflict defines the state as an entity whose 

sovereignty is recognized internationally (Gleditsch, Strand, Erikson, Sollenberg, 

and Wallenteen, 2001:5 and Samll and Singer, 82).  However, outside recognition 

may be only a minimal component for statehood. More important are the 

components outlined above, particularly the provision of protection and of 

services to members of a community.  

In sum, a deep understanding of the opponent organizations is necessary in 

order to correctly classify a conflict as a civil war.  Many of the conflicts referred 

to as civil wars may in fact not be such.  It follows that these conflicts should be 

                                                 
73 See Kalyvas, 2001; Herbst, 2000 
74 This does not mean that coercion was not used in the past, but that it is used as a primary tool of 
extracting support today, while the attempt of winning the “hearts and minds” of the people is 
minimal relative to the past. 
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expected to be briefer and less costly because feasible agreements between 

opponents should exist. Yet, conflicts today seem to last longer (Fearon, 2001) 

and the costs associated with them are elevated, but they seem to affect the 

civilian community, which is often outside of the conflict, rather than the 

opponents per se.   

Fighting and violence  
 Scholars have generally agreed on the necessity of a minimum threshold 

of costs for a conflict to be quantified as a civil war; however, they disagree on 

what that should be. Small and Singer (82) establish two criteria to classify a 

conflict as a civil war: 1) there must be at least 1,000 battlefield deaths per year; 

and 2) the weaker opponent must inflict at least 5% of the total casualties on the 

stronger opponent. These criteria have been widely accepted until recently.  

 The preponderance of low intensity conflicts today relative to the past75 

has puzzled scholars. A substantial number of conflicts, many of which one long 

lasting, are being improperly classified or unaccounted for as a civil war. For 

example, in the Rwanda conflict the civilian deaths, which are estimated at 

between 500,000 and 800,000, were not counted as battlefield deaths (Gleditsch, 

Strand, Erikson, Sollenberg, and Wallenteen, 2001:17). Consequently, there is a 

great interest in academia to revise the Small and Singer criteria to either make it 

                                                 
75 See Table 13.2 in Small and Singer (82: 230) and a current Journal of Peace Research for 
comparison 
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more inclusive altering the definition of civil war (Sambanis, 2001) or to 

complement it with other sets of criteria that apply to low intensity conflicts 

(Sarkees and Singer, 2001).   

A major disagreement among scholars is on how to account for casualties. 

Some (Sambanis, 2001) argue that focusing on battlefield deaths is a misleading 

and impossible endeavor. Battlefield deaths have been traditionally understood as 

deaths inflicted by an organized and armed opponent onto another during an 

engagement. However, it is extremely difficult to distinguish strictly military 

casualties from civilian casualties, which may occur as a consequence of the 

conflict, but not in the battlefield. Furthermore, collecting data in countries where 

intrastate conflicts occur is an exceedingly difficult endeavor76. Moreover, the 

majority of costs in intrastate conflicts are borne primarily by civilians in the form 

of casualties and other forms of deaths. Thus, total deaths should be considered 

instead of just military deaths. Others (Sarkees and Singer, 2001) have argued that 

there should continue to be a military battlefield death threshold, but this should 

be lowered to twenty-five casualties.  

                                                 
76 The difficulty in the collection of data in countries where conflict is undergoing are two. First, 
independent observers cannot displace themselves to the battlefield due to the grave danger this 
may entail for the observers. Thus, the only data available may be provided by the opponents 
themselves; however, the veracity of  such data is questionable as opponents may distort the 
information so that to present positive statistics to their members, and thus foment support for 
themselves. Second, countries where intrastate conflicts take place are usually underdeveloped. 
This means that the means available for the collection and analysis of data are minimal and 
sometimes non-existing especially in the rural areas where the battlefield engagements tend to take 
place.     
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Another disagreement is on the threshold that constitute a civil war. While 

some (Sarkees and Singer,2001) argue that intrastate conflicts do not necessarily 

have to qualify as civil wars in order to be considered, others (Sambanis, 2001 

and Fearon, 2001) argue that the numeric value of the civil war threshold (1000) 

should be rendered more flexible so as to allow certain conflicts to be classified  

as civil wars. For example, some (Fearon, 2001) say that the threshold should be 

1000 overall deaths instead of deaths per year; others (Sambanis, 2001) say that 

the threshold should be between 500 and 1,000. 

I note a crucial distinction in my study between fighting and violence. In 

this dissertation, fighting refers to the use of force employed in the battlefield 

(i.e., armed groups fighting against one another), while violence refers to the use 

of force employed outside of the battlefield.  The purpose for distinguishing 

fighting from violence is that violence in today’s conflicts may serve an array of 

purposes, some of which are not related to achieving that the opponent do 

something that it would not otherwise do.  

Fighting, thus occurs between armed opponents; for example, it may take 

place between subversive groups, or between these and the state. Fighting is 

generally expected to be relatively intense in that it should produce a significant 

number of battlefield deaths in multiple engagements, which should alter the 
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battlefield situation so as to produce winners and losers.  They are also expected 

to require sustained military expenditures.  

Violence, may also take place between armed opponents so as to bend the 

other’s will. There are at least two ways in which violence can be used to 

increase one’s strength relative to the other opponent. First, opponents in 

conflicts often target the civilian population as proxy. If the civilian population 

supports one opponent, the other may obtain a military advantage diminishing the 

adversary’s strength by attacking its base of support or by forcing the population 

to migrate out of certain areas in order to diminish its livelihood supply.  Second, 

opponents often target each other’s infrastructure so as to diminish the other’s 

logistical capacity and to cause him financial strain in that the infrastructure may 

have to be rebuilt.  

However, in many contemporary intrastate conflicts the civilian 

population does not support with “hearts and minds” any of the opponents, thus 

practicing violence against them could have a different purpose than exclusively 

debilitating the opponent. In Chapter Two I argued that violence may be used by 

an organization or by its members to enrich their coffers.  

Violence may also be used to neutralize any action that the civilian 

population may otherwise take to induce the end of the conflict. Counter to 

common sense, violence can be used for propaganda purposes. For example, by 
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bringing violence into an area, an opponent may actually be aiming at increasing 

its support in its stronghold and at justifying its existence. Creating violence in 

guerrilla-controlled areas allows the paramilitary in Colombia to justify its 

presence in its own strongholds77. However, this different meaning of violence 

(i.e., different from the use of civilians as a proxy) is not sufficiently considered 

in any of the studies that I have reviewed.  

There is also a third kind of violence that should be considered. 

Organizations have to find a delicate balance that will allow them to survive in 

the community but also extract support from it. Violence may be used against 

low ranking members and the community to boost the authority of the leaders 

and the group. However, high levels of internal violence may be an indication of 

low levels of support and a desperate attempt to avert the organization’s decline.  

The use of internal violence to produce support and discipline, can 

backfire when it is perceived as being excessive or gratuitous. The same happens 

in gangs as “Most gangs make concerted efforts to avoid such incidents 

[spreading of violence] because they jeopardize their legitimacy in the 

community and usually precipitate calls for the police crackdown on gang 

activities. Nonetheless they continue to occur all too often.” 

(Jankowski,1991:167) Finally, internal violence may not alter the estimates of 

                                                 
77 The same happens in gangs. “They [the leaders] believe that such conflict will deter internal 
conflict, encourage group cohesion, and create more control over members” (Jankowski,1991:62) 
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battlefield deaths, but it may be an important indication of the character of the 

groups that are engaged in the conflict, as well as their strength.  

  

Groups, organizations and gangs 
I sometimes refer to these three terms interchangeably in the dissertation 

because their meanings overlap. The term “group” is the more general one. By 

group I mean an ensemble of people that shares certain goals and actively attempt 

to achieve it. The groups that I refer to in the dissertation include: the State, often 

as represented by the military, and the subversives (i.e., the FARC, the ELN, and 

the AUC which I also refer to by the term paramilitary).  

In conflicts, groups exhibit one of two characters depending on their 

orientation: normative and calculative. Emotion-oriented groups are those whose 

members act primarily to further the grievances of the community to which they 

belong. Calculative groups, in contrast, are primarily driven by the accumulation 

of profit. Throughout the dissertation “calculative” and “normative” are heuristic 

devices that may allow scholars to better understand traits (i.e., the character) 

within different groups, and determine whether the character of a group has any 

bearing on the conflict or not; however, I also underline that no group can be 

entirely calculative or normative.  
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In fact, even normative groups have financial concerns and aspire at 

increasing their financial resources so as to assure their survival, but in this case 

the financial concerns are generally tied to furthering the objective of the group. 

For calculative groups, financial matters are supremely important. These seek to 

accumulate profit beyond the point of assuring their survival and primarily in 

order to provide tangible benefits (material and non-material) to the members of 

the group.  

I often refer to calculative groups as gangs.  The term “gang” underlines 

the calculative character and thus the inherent selfishness of certain groups. 

Fundamentally, all groups are “gangs”, but in reality only certain groups can 

actually follow this instinct, while others cannot. The difference between gangs 

and primarily normative groups is the level of autonomy from the population. It 

follows that groups that have control over highly valued natural resources will be 

calculative because their financial capacity will be autonomous from the 

population. These are referred to as gangs.   

 
 
 

HYPOTHESES 
 

Certain conflicts are prolonged because no feasible agreement between 

opponents exists. The high financial capacity of certain groups, which I call 
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“calculative”, affects the character of the organization altering its goals and 

inhibiting the likelihood of negotiating an end to the conflict.  There may be no 

agreements that would allow calculative groups to survive unchanged and their 

members to continue to receive tangible benefits in exchange for their 

participation. However, in the absence of viable formal agreements and given the 

high costs of sustained conflict, informal and local agreements may be sought, 

instead. These aim at maintaining the status quo by minimizing the fighting 

between opponents, which can be quite costly, while increasing the violence 

against civilians as a proxy, as a way to neutralize opposition, as a form of 

coercion, and as a way to achieve financial gains.  

I consider this argument as it applies to groups whose control of natural 

resources allows them to reach high financial capacity. The prolongation of 

conflict is the result of the development of calculative groups in isolated areas 

where natural resources are present. The presence of natural resources may lead to 

the prolongation of the conflict because it allows the group to reach a high 

financial capacity which, in the absence of feasible agreements, allows it to offer 

tangible benefits to the individual members of the group as well as to members of 

opponent groups in the form of pay-offs, while at the same time it further hinders 

possible agreements.   
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My argument is based on the following hypotheses: 1) subversive groups 

develop in isolated areas; 2) groups whose financial capacity is tied to the control 

over autonomous and ample natural resources develop a calculative character; 3) 

conflicts where at least one group has a calculative character tend to be 

prolonged; and 4) no feasible agreements may be present to end conflict where at 

least one group has a calculative character. Below I briefly explain each 

hypothesis, the means that I have used to test it, and what finding would support 

or dismiss it. 

 

Hypothesis One: Sub-national groups develop in isolated areas 
 I argue that sub-national groups develop in areas where the presence of the 

state is limited.  I explain that this is because strongmen with the means of 

violence develop in areas where a power vacuum develops in the absence of 

mechanisms to regulate human interaction. The hypothesis can be tested by 

measuring the degree of isolation from the state in these areas. Thus, I test the 

hypothesis by obtaining information on several questions: 

1) Who holds the exclusive monopoly of violence?  

2) Can the state impose and /or enforce the rule of law over the entire country? 

3) Does the state collect taxes over the entire country?  
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4) Does the state perform the services that are traditionally the scope of the state 

bureaucracy over the entire country (particularly protection of the citizens)? 

Answers to these questions can be found in historical accounts and in 

international books of statistics78.  If the historical data unanimously suggests that 

the state does not hold the monopoly of violence, does not or cannot enforce the 

rule of law, does not collect taxes or perform services that are traditionally 

associated with the state in the areas where sub-national groups eventually 

develop, then the hypothesis is supported; otherwise it is dismissed. I present the 

empirical information in support of this hypothesis in Chapter Four. 

 

Hypothesis Two: Groups whose financial capacity is tied to the control over 
natural resources develop a calculative character. 
 The availability of natural resources largely determines the character of a 

group because these give the group high financial capacity allowing it to profit 

and to satisfy the economic and socio-psychological aspirations of its members. 

Assuming that the motivations of members are of three types, economic, socio-

psychological and politico-ideological, and that the economic motivation is the 

prevalent one, natural resources give the group the possibility to satisfy the 

                                                 
78 I explain where I have collected this data with greater detail in the data collection section, 
which follows. 
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highest aspiration of existing and potential members (who will join primarily 

because of such incentive).  

A high financial capacity derived from natural resources conditions the 

character of the organization at the group and individual levels. At the individual 

level, tangible benefits condition the incentives of potential members, motivating 

newcomers to join primarily for economic and socio-psychological reasons. 

Tangible benefits also condition the incentives of individuals that are already 

members of the organization by lowering the level of unit cohesion in the group. 

Consequently, at the group level, high financial capacity renders the group profit-

oriented. 

 I test this hypothesis through the following information: 

1) Do natural resources provide ample and autonomous financial resources to 

the organization? 

2) Is the financial capacity of the organization high? 

3) Does high financial capacity render the group profit oriented? 

4) Does high financial capacity motivate newcomers to join primarily for 

economic and socio-psychological reasons? 

5) Does high financial capacity lower the level of unit cohesion?  

The following test was applied for each question to determine if the data 

supports the hypothesis or not. I have selected thresholds based on 
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commonsensical figures since no preceding studies exist as guidelines.  First, I 

consider whether the income of the organization is tied to the exploitation of 

natural resources, and whether natural resources give it autonomous and ample 

financial resources.  Second, defining financial capacity as profit (i.e., financial 

resources minus expenditures), the financial capacity is high if the expenditures of 

an organization do not account for more than 90% of its financial resources (i.e., 

if the profit is at least 10%).  Third, I expect that a group is profit-oriented if it 

does not expend a considerable amount of its profits (at least 60%) to further the 

grievances it claims to have and redress. Thus, for example, a group that is 

emotion oriented is expected to spend at least 60% of its profit toward sustaining 

the community, educating it, and providing services for them. If a group neglects 

these duties, it should be considered profit-oriented.  

Fourth, I expect that financial capacity motivates newcomers if informants 

mention the receipt of tangible goods as an important motivation for participating 

in a sub-national group. Economic motivations acquire even more relevance if 

informants claim that ideological motivations were not an important factor for 

joining.  A list of the interview instrument can be found in the data collection 

section of this chapter. Finally, I expect high financial capacity to lower the level 

of unit cohesion if respondents claim that leaders of their organization were 
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corrupted by tangible benefits and failed to observe the norms that regulate 

members’ behavior in terms of the acquisition of finances.    

During my fieldwork, I collected a diverse array of data to provide answers to 

the questions above. I discuss this data quite specifically later on in the chapter, 

and present my results in Chapters Five and Six.  

Hypothesis Three: Conflicts where at least one group has a calculative 
character tend to be prolonged 
 Calculative groups have an interest in keeping the intensity of fighting low 

while enforcing the status quo so as to maximize the profit of the group and the 

tangible benefits of its members. Furthermore, the high financial capacity derived 

from the control over natural resources lowers the level of unit cohesion inside of 

opponent organizations by luring members to seek tangible benefits. This renders 

fighting secondary to fulfilling other motivations.   

 Assuming that the intensity of fighting is a good estimate of the costs 

incurred by opponents, and that an analysis of the use of fighting and violence as 

it relates to the battlefield is a good estimate of the changes in the status quo, I test 

the hypothesis through the following information: 

1) Are military expenditures elevated relative to the total budget (cost)? 

2)  Are battlefield deaths numerous (cost)? 

3) Are there significant changes in the battlefield activity (relative bargaining 

power)? 



 144 

4) Is force used outside of the battlefield, such as against civilians, in a way 

that may bear onto the relative bargaining power of the opponents? 

5) Do individuals of a group offer tangible benefits to members of opponent 

groups? 

If the answer to these questions is negative, then one can conclude that opponents 

are purposefully prolonging the conflict. There are instruments that could help 

one to determine whether the answers to these questions are positive or negative. 

In regards to the first question, one could consider the budgets of similar countries 

in similar circumstances. The military budget on the government side should be 

significantly lower than that of the insurgency since the government usually 

performs a variety of tasks and offer numerous services, while insurgents are 

primarily an armed organization and do not offer substantial services to those who 

leave in the areas they control.    In regards to the question of battlefield deaths, a 

conflict is a civil war only if there are at least 1,000 battlefield deaths per year. If 

a conflict does not reach this threshold, it is not considered a civil war (by the 

definition used in this dissertation). 

 The third question regards the intensity of the battlefield activity. One 

could measure this component by considering the number of military 

engagements (i.e., fighting) and whether these have produced any alteration in 

terms of the areas controlled by one or the other opponent. An indication that the 
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balance of power is static is if the engagements occur in the same location 

repeatedly. An indication that little fighting occurs can be inferred from the fact 

that there are few encounters between opponents and/or that the strategies chosen 

by these hinder the possibility of encountering and engaging each other.  

 The fourth question regards the use of violence against civilians. The use 

of violence against civilians alters the relative bargaining power of opponents 

only when civilians are used as proxy; that is, if civilians are killed because an 

opponent perceives that such action could weaken the opponent while 

strengthening himself. Thus only when one can establish a clear logical link 

between the killing of civilians and the weakening of opponents can this question 

be satisfactorily answered. Finally, establishing a threshold for the last question is 

self-evident. If there is evidence of bribery and pay-offs, the answer should be 

positive.   

 

Hypothesis Four: No feasible agreements may be present to end conflict 
where at least one groups has a calculative character. 

Calculative groups hinder the achievement of peace because there may be no 

feasible agreements that they would prefer to the status quo. This is because the 

high financial capacity derived from the control over natural resources fulfills the 

incentives of the members of a calculative group to a greater extent than any 

agreement with the government would or could. Moreover, calculative groups can 
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survive unchanged because their financial capacity allows them to defend 

themselves and continue to exist while negotiations would require such groups to 

transform themselves incurring in avoidable transaction costs, and in exchange for 

an uncertain future.  Finally, no agreement would allow a calculative group whose 

financial capacity derives from an illegal product to preserve itself, which is the 

principal goal of any organization. The following questions can help to discern if 

possible agreements are feasible. 

1) Can opponents share institutions with one another? 
 
2) Can one opponent buy-out the other? 

 
 I use deductive reasoning to justify the negative response to these questions in the 

Colombian case. This information is contained in Chapter Eight. 

 

DATA COLLECTION 
 The data to test my hypotheses come mainly from primary sources during 

my field research in Colombia, but also from secondary sources mostly at the 

Benson Latin American Collection of the University of Texas. Below I discuss 

the data collection process in regards to each of the four hypotheses. These 

roughly correspond to the four data chapters in the dissertation and the conclusion, 

where I discuss the feasibility of possible agreements. I discuss the data that I 

collected to test the first hypothesis in Chapter Four; the data collected to test the 
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second hypothesis in Chapters Five (group level) and Six (individual level); and 

the data collected to support the third hypothesis in Chapter Seven. 

 

Hypothesis One: Violent groups develop in isolated areas  
 Testing this hypothesis requires an historical analysis of the development 

of the state in Colombia. I delved into Colombian history since the 1940s to find 

information regarding the ability of the state to impose and collect taxes, whether 

the state had the monopoly of violence in the territory, and, most importantly, 

whether the state had an effective bureaucracy.  I also considered whether 

changes in the degree of isolation were correlated with the likelihood for the 

development and contraction of the subversive groups.    

 

Hypothesis Two: groups whose financial capacity is tied to the control over 
natural resources develop a calculative character. 
 The data that I collected to test this hypothesis come mostly from primary 

sources and compilations of statistical data that I obtained from various studies 

specified below. I present data regarding the group level (i.e., the financial 

capacity) in Chapter Five and data regarding the individual level (i.e., motivations) 

in Chapter Six.  
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Group level (Chapter Five) 
I test the hypothesis that the control over natural resources has an impact 

on the character of the organization by looking at three variables at the group 

level: 1) whether the financial capacity of the organization is tied to the control 

over natural resources and whether the financial capacity is high or low; 2) 

whether the investments executed by the organization are self promoting or 

benefit the larger community; 3) whether the location of combat is restricted to 

profitable and strategic territories or if is focused on areas where the group could 

expand their basis of support.  

 The data on the financial capacity was largely obtained from the office of 

the Committee Against the Finances of the Subversion, which is a governmental 

agency that compiles data on the finances of the groups that act outside of the law. 

Interest in the finances of the subversive groups in Colombia and the recent 

creation of this agency are recent, as is the information available.  As the activities 

of the subversive groups are illegal, there are no available documents on the 

amount of money that they produce or how much they spend. My data 

approximates the budget of these organizations79.   This is the best data available 

                                                 
79 The data regarding narcotrafficking was calculated through two instruments: satellite imaging 
and informants on the ground (i.e., human intelligence on the grown). The income from 
narcotrafficking is the sum of four different activities related to the cultivation and sell of drugs 
that subversive groups are involved in. First, to calculate the amount derived from direct 
production, the number of hectares of coca and poppy located in the areas under domination of a 
certain subversive group –as detected by satellite imaging-- were multiplied by the number of 
kilos of coca and poppy that are expected from these per year (normally 500gr. of heroin  are 
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today in Colombia, and it is used by the government and the academic community 

alike. 

 I obtained data regarding the type of investments of subversive groups 

from the Committee Against the Finances of the Subversion. The assumption 

behind this test is that groups who aim at promoting the interest of their 

community would spend a substantial part of their profit on helping their 

community to prosper so as to acquire bargaining power relative to the state. 

Spending on promoting the community well being would also expand the support 

for the existence subversive groups and for their fight against the state. Finally, 

promoting the good of the community would further the stated objective of the 

organization. 

                                                                                                                                     
produced from 1 hectare twice per year, and 1.4 kg of cocaine four times per year) and again by 
the market value of each kg. of coca and poppy produced in one year. The subcommittee has 
found the selling price to be around 1,400 dollars; however, this may be a somewhat conservative 
estimates if one compares this price to the values used by the Drug Enforcement Administration 
Section of the US Embassy in Bogota who estimated these shortly less than 2,000 USD in 99. 
Second, subversive organizations also provide “security” for the areas where drugs are cultivated, 
for labs, and for the landing strips where refined drugs are loaded onto planes and transported to 
more accessible areas from which they will reach international markets. Finally, subversive 
organizations also impose taxes on anyone that is involved in the cultivation of drugs, such as coca 
pickers, crop owners, and traders. Basic information to calculate this data was obtained through 
human intelligence. Finally, one must note that while the Farc is more adept at controlling the 
entire production from the ground up, the paramilitary makes most of its profits from security and 
imposing taxes on the commercialization of drugs.   
 The calculation regarding the amounts made through means different from 
narcotrafficking is simpler.  This data is based on complaints filed to the police (Gaula section).  
Though this data is a rough approximation of the amount paid in ransom because it generally 
underestimates the actual profit of these organizations (because only a low percentage of people 
report these crime for fear of even worse retribution), it allows for the appreciation of the 
enormous sums of money that insurgent groups receive, and the generous profit that they derive 
from it.    
 The expenses of the subversive organizations were calculated by the Committee through 
information contained in confiscated documents.  



 150 

The data regarding the location of combat are original, and come from 

frequencies and cross-tabs that reveal the characteristics of the municipalities that 

are most severely attacked. I organized data that describes the characteristic of the 

municipality into seven columns and 1076 rows -which is the number of 

municipalities in Colombia.  The first column contains the name of the 

municipality itself. The second represents the number of attacks that the 

municipality has experienced during one year (where I cluster together more than 

one year, than it is the average of the attacks in the time span under 

consideration80). The third represents the density of the attacks per year (between 

1 and 4 is low density (1), between 4 and 8 is medium density (2), and between 8 

and 12 is high density (3))81. The fourth column describes whether there are 

natural resources such as emerald, gold, oil and coal in the municipality82; the 

forth describes whether the municipality is a strategic territory; that is whether it 

                                                 
80 I have clustered together the following years for the following reasons: 

1) before 1980: the only data available on the attacks of subversive groups is in the thesis of 
Maria Alejandra Velez, a student at the University of the Andes; 

2) 1980-1985: there is no data on this period 
3) 1985-1992: the new constitution was put into effect, giving greater mobilization capacity 

to the civilian population 
4) 1992-1996: period of coexistence of the guerillas and the narcos 
5) 1996-1998: first period after the defeat of the big cartels 
6) 1999: Year of military reforms, which should improve the success of the military 

Most of the data regarding the number of conflicts was offered to me by Dr. Camilo Echandia, a 
professor at the Externado University in Bogota, and a member of the Office of the Peace for over 
twelve years. Data on attacks in 1999 was given to me by the Intelligence department of the 
National Police. 
81 This system of organizing attacks is prevalent in Colombia 
82 The data is specifically for the year (s) under consideration as well as the data on the narcotic 
products. The data regarding oil was collected at Ecopetrol, data regarding gold, emeralds and coal 
at Minercol, and data regarding narcotics at the counternarcotics police office.  
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has rivers, or other communication routes or whether it is a border municipality83. 

The fifth column describes whether the municipality contains coca or opium, oil 

and gold (only for 96-98). The sixth column has the gini coefficient, which 

measures inequalities in land distribution inside the municipality84. Finally, the 

last column contains data on the presence of the state in that municipality85.  

 Because no systematic data on attacks have been kept for the paramilitary, 

my exercise is limited to the actions of the FARC and the ELN.  There are only 

limited data on the paramilitaries primarily because these have traditionally been 

perceived either as common criminals or as enemies of the guerrillas and not of 

the state. However, they have gained importance and independence since 1996 

when the cartels were dismantled, and they have acquired their own status as a 

group (before they were considered at the service of the narcos). I expect that data 

on paramilitary groups will soon become available. 

 
                                                 
83 This data was obtained in an empirical fashion. By looking at a Municipal map of Colombia, I 
outlined those municipalities that contain navigable rivers, that form the border of Colombia, or 
that must be passed to transport drugs, armament, and supplies to the strongholds of the subversive 
groups. 
84 This data was given to me by Dr. Fabio Sanchez of CEDE, a investigative center at the 
University of the Andes in Bogota. 
85 Data on the level of presence of the state was obtained from a study on municipalities by the 
Fundacion Social, a research institute in Bogota. The data is quite comprehensive as it is 
composed of five indicators: the presence of state employees, presence of state expenses, financial 
capacity of the department, and presence of  state offices in the capital of the municipality such as 
banks, a police station, notaries, hospitals, postal service and tax collectors. The presence of the 
state has an index between 0 and 1. I have divided the municipalities into three groups according 
to the strength of state presence. The first group (low presence) has an index between 0 and .15, 
the second group (some presence) has an index between .15 and .70, and the third group (high 
presence) has an index between .70 and 1. This classification is arbitrary.  
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Individual level (Chapter Six) 
I test the hypothesis of whether the control over natural resources impacts 

the character of the group by considering the following individual level factors: 1) 

whether the motivation to participate in violent groups that have high financial 

capacity is primarily calculative or normative; 2) whether the financial capacity 

affects the level of unit cohesion in the organization.  

I obtained the data presented in this chapter primarily from interviews 

conducted during the summers of 2000 and 2001 in Bogota, Colombia, but also 

from books, articles and the media. I interviewed four groups of people: 

inhabitants or rural areas (two interviews in San Jose del Guaviare), rural 

displaced people, the desplazados in Bogota (twenty-seven interviews), ex-

guerrillas in the government reinsertion program 86  (eighteen interviews), and 

imprisoned guerrillas87 (only a few). The reason for interviewing these groups of 

people is simple. Security concerns impeded me from traveling to guerrilla 

occupied zones and from interviewing guerrillas in the field. The alternative 

                                                 
86 This is a program initiated by the Ministry of the Interior of the Colombian Government when 
the first guerrilla groups starting disarming en masse (1989). The objective of the program is to 
help individuals that decide to abandon arms to become productive people in society. By law, this 
program disburses the equivalent to 250 USD, provides education and safe living arrangement, 
and up to the equivalent of 4,000 USD per person to those with a viable business project.  
87 I gained access to imprisoned guerillas through the Comite de Solidariedad a los Presos 
Politicos, an NGO that provides legal support to political prisoners. Having access to prisons in 
Colombia is not an easy undertaking. Prisons are like the rural areas. There is no law and order. 
Prisoners are often abandoned to the crude destinies of violence and rivalries unaided by guards 
(often the outside confrontation between the paramilitaries and the guerrillas are reproduced inside 
the prison walls). It is extremely risky to enter the prison walls and it is rare that the prison will 
grant access to anyone whose interests are not strictly tied to those of the prison itself.  
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choice was to interview people that either had a long experience in living closely 

with the guerrillas, that had been guerrillas themselves, or that were in state 

organized prisons. Though I cannot claim that the information gathered from 

these interviews is representative of the larger groups to which they belong, it 

may well be suggestive of what others may think. 

Some may argue that the data obtained from reinserted guerrillas may be 

biased because only those members that left the guerrillas constitute the sample.  

However, among these, there were also members who had been forced to reinsert 

by the state.  These were members who had either been captured by the military 

or had surrendered on the battlefield. However, the responses that I obtained from 

those that were forced to reinsert did not differ from those of the other ex-

guerrillas, which suggests that whether individuals left on their own or were 

forced to leave may not be as relevant as one may thin, particularly given the fact 

that the guerrilla prohibits people from leaving its ranks. 

The primary instruments used to conduct research at the individual level 

were questionnaires formed of a variety of open and closed ended questions 

aimed at assessing the presence of different economic and socio-psychological 

incentives for joining, remaining and leaving a violent organization. The intent in 

this dissertation is not so much to measure the exact relative weight of economic, 

socio-psychological and politico-ideological incentives, though this would be a 
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valuable exercise if I had a larger “N” and a more representative group, but to 

observe whether different kinds of incentives are indeed present in the 

organization, and to reach a general assessment of their relative weight.  

However, I often learned more from a conversation with the guerrillas than from 

targeted questions because interviewees were more prone to narrate events and 

contextualize their ideas and emotions during informal conversations than when 

they provided answers to specific questions. I also found that many (perhaps those 

with less education) were virtually unable to answer specific questions in a direct 

way because they lacked synthesizing skills; thus asking them to express 

themselves through examples and engage them in a broader conversation often 

proved to be a more successful way to approach interviewees than through the 

questionnaire.  

Since the bulk of the data I discuss is derived from interviews with 

reinserted guerillas, I need to explain in detail how these interviews contributed 

to the discovery of the motivations of the individuals in the guerrillas today. 

Below I discuss the questionnaire used with the reinserted guerrillas. 

 

Defiance 

Responses to the following questions are a good indicator of whether individuals 

are defiant or not.  How would you describe your family life prior to joining your 
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organization? Please describe life in the community that you grew up with: did 

your parents live together, and with you? Was there any prostitution and 

alcoholism in your town? Was there a coca economy?   Did you have an amiable 

relationship with your mother and with your father?  Did you feel anger toward 

your parents when you left your house? Were there issues that disturbed you? 

 

Economic incentives 

Assuming that the relevance of economic incentives at the individual level 

can be induced from questions regarding the access to material goods as a 

motivation to join or remain in the organization responses that connect betterment 

of lifestyle with being part of an organization, support the hypothesis that profit is 

an incentive to join  (and remain) in the organization. The questions that I asked 

included: What occupation did people have in your town? Did you have a job?  

Did you ever attend school, and if so, for how long?  How old were you?  What 

pushed you to join the guerrillas?  In your opinion, which of the following factor 

mostly push people to join? 1) because it is a good job; 2) because they like 

women and arms; 3)because it is a good way to protect oneself; 4)because they 

believe in the revolution; 5)because they like to feel part of a group. What did the 

guerilla promise and give you in exchange for your services?   Did you receive 

any payment from the guerrilla?  
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Socio-Psychological Incentives 

I argue that tangible non-material incentives may also motivate individuals 

to join violent groups. These are: access to women and arms, the acquisition of 

greater personal (not collective) protection, and a sense of belonging.  I asked the 

following questions to understand whether socio-psychological incentives 

motivate individuals to join the Colombian guerrillas. 

Women and arms 

The importance of access to women and arms as a motivation to join can 

be inferred from the response to the following questions: Describe how you were 

recruited into the guerrillas. Did you have a girlfriend before entering the 

guerrillas? And did you become romantically involved upon entering the 

guerrillas? What were the rules that regulated romantic relationships: were you 

free to have a partner? How were issues such as pregnancy and marriage treated? 

Did you agree with the restrictions imposed upon you?  

People say that the fact that the guerrilleras are pretty instigates young 

men to join the organization. Do you think that the women and arms were part of 

your decision to enter the guerrillas? If so, how? And do you think that women 

and arms are factors that other men your age take into consideration upon entering 
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the organization? Did any of your partners contribute to your decision of 

remaining or leaving the insurgency?  

Were guerrilleros considered important people in your town? What image 

of the guerrilla did you have growing up? What and how did you feel when 

manipulated an arm?  Had you ever had or held an arm before you entered the 

guerrillas? Do you think that guerrilleros are adventurous people? Can you 

describe the time in the insurgency as being full of adventures? Do you miss the 

thrill of “life on the edge” that people sometimes feel when they are in danger or 

doing something that others consider illegal? 

 

Protection 

Answers to the following questions should indicate whether personal 

protection motivates individuals to join insurgent organizations in Colombia. Is 

joining a group an alternative to seeking refuge in other parts of the Country?  Did 

you feel safe in the community where you lived? Was your town often subjected 

to military raids or to attacks from other organizations? Was your organization the 

strongest one in and around your town? Did you feel safe as a member of your 

organization? Did you feel safer inside the guerrillas or outside? 
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Sense of Belonging 

I consider the environment from which members come to understand if 

individuals are motivated to participate in violent groups out of a need to belong 

and identify with a group other than their family.  For example, I these questions: 

Do people that join have a family? Is the community cohesive? Do youngsters 

have a sense of pride for their parents? Do members consider the organization like 

their family?  Is life in the organization exciting? Do members feel that they are 

part of a historical moment? Do they feel that their actions will make a different 

in the life of others?   

 

Politico-ideological incentives 

I assume that the presence of politico-ideological motivations in individual 

that participate in armed groups is a function of individual ideological convictions. 

I asked questions that allowed me to gauge the level of individual understanding 

and support of the ideals professed by the organization when they joined and as 

they remained in the organization. Then I asked questions to assess the level of 

unit cohesion in the organization. Unit cohesion expresses the extent to which 

individual members have internalized the objectives of the organization and the 
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level of loyalty to the organization in opposition to the pursuit of their personal 

benefit.     

I asked the following questions to assess the extent to which politico-

ideological incentives motivate individuals to participate in violent groups: What 

is the ideology of the guerrillas? Do all of its members share this conviction?  

What objective does the organization you belong to have? What does “taking 

power”, the public objective of the guerrillas, mean? Do you think that the 

population in the areas controlled by the guerrillas, actually support the guerrillas? 

Can you offer examples that support your answer? How important is it for the 

guerrillas to have the support of the local community? And of the nation? Did you 

hold similar ideals even before you joined your organization? Or did these 

develop as a consequence of being in the organization? 

 

Unit Cohesion 

I asked the following questions to detect the level of unit cohesion in the 

organization. Do you think that the leaders of your organization are living in 

accordance to the ideals that they advocate; or do you think that they say one 

thing but then do something opposed to what they say? And the lower ranking 

members of the organization? Can you give me same examples? Did you consider 

your companions like brothers and the guerrilla like your family? Which of the 
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following affirmations more accurately reflects your relationship with your 

companions? 1) we are like brothers; 2) we shared many adventures and I do not 

imagine living a life without them; 3) some of my companions were envious types 

and there was a lot of competition between them; 4) we were together for fight 

Why did you live the guerrilla? Which of the following affirmations better reflects 

your motivation to remain in the guerrilla for many years? 1) I wanted to fight the 

army; 2) it was a safe job; 3) my companions were like a family to me, and I did 

not want to leave them behind; 4) because fighting was exhilarating, though 

dangerous; 5) because I wanted to move up in the ranks.  Do you think that all of 

those days of fighting together made your unit more united? 

 

Hypothesis Three: Conflicts where at least one group has a calculative 
character tend to be prolonged 
 I collected the data to test this hypothesis from a variety of sources. I 

obtained the data regarding the subversive groups military expenditures from the 

Interinstitutional Committee Against the Finances of the Subversion  (in Spanish, 

Comite Interinstitucional de Lucha contra las Finanzas de la Subversion). As 

mentioned above this is a realistic approximation of the finances of the subversion.  

I obtained data on battlefield deaths from the Planning and Operations Office of 

the Joint Chief of Staff in the Ministry of Defense. The accuracy of the data is 

guaranteed by the process followed by the military in counting the dead. In fact a 



 161 

legal medicine expert from the Attorney General’s Office must be present when 

corpses are counted. The acceptable drawback of this system is that not all the 

bodies can be accounted for either because the battlefield conditions prevent the 

experts from accessing the battlefield or because the guerrillas dispose of the 

bodies before the experts can count them. The reason for disposing of the bodies 

is that the guerrillas attempt to hide information regarding their relative 

bargaining power; that is, by having a low number of battlefield deaths accounted 

for they result as having suffered little costs, perhaps less than the army, and thus 

as ultimately being better off then their opponent(s). Though it is known that the 

guerrillas dispose of the bodies, the legal medicine expert that I have interviewed 

told me that he had never found disposed bodies as he scoped the battlefield 

grounds88. Indeed, though disposing of bodies may be a practice the guerrillas 

engage in, this may not be as common as claim it to be. 

 I obtained the data regarding the number of engagements from a professor 

in the Department of Economics at the University of Los Andes in Bogota; 

however, the origin of the data is the Peace Commissioner’s Office and thus the 

National Police. I obtained the data on the balance of power by analyzing the 

location and frequency of the engagements. Moreover, I obtained data regarding 

the use violence (i.e., force outside of the battlefield) from the daily and weekly 

                                                 
88 The guerrillas are known to butcher the bodies and throw them in rivers (so that they won’t 
surface) or dump them in common graves. 
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printed media as well as from Human Rights NGOs. I obtained the data pertaining 

to the costs of violence from a study executed by the National Planning Office89, 

the printed media, the anti-kidnapping Police (Gaula), and the Security 

Department of Ecopetrol, the state-owned petroleum company.  

 Finally, I presented the data regarding the tangible benefits received by the 

individual members of opponent groups above. In Chapter Seven, I emphasize the 

data that I was able to collect on the pay-offs between members of opponent 

groups. I obtained such data through interviews with the displaced population90, 

which I conducted in 2000, from informal conversations with members of the 

armed forces, from informal conversations with the reinserted guerrillas, which 

often occurred before or after the formal interviews91, and mainly from the 

printed media.     

 

Hypothesis Four: No feasible agreements may be present to end conflict 
where at least one groups has a calculative character. 

I obtained the supporting data for the claims made in Chapter Eight, where 

I discuss the feasibility of agreements, primarily from the opponents’ speeches 

and assertions reported in newspaper articles. Other important data was collected 

                                                 
89 Trujillo and Badel  “ Los Costos economicos de la criminalidad y la Violencia en Colombia: 
1991-1996” (Documnento N. 76, March 98) 
90 Question 7 asks: “Have you seen  the military and the paramilitary collaborating or making 
deals? Have you heard anything about it?” and  “Have you seen the military and the guerrilla 
collaborate or making deals?”  
91 There are no formal questions regarding pay offs in the questionnaire. 
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during an interview with a government negotiator (security reasons impeded me 

from interviewing guerrilla negotiators), and from a pamphlet produced jointly by 

government negotiators and guerrillas. This explains procedural matters according 

to which the negotiations would be carried out. 

 

CONCLUSION  
 

Certain conflicts may be prolonged because no feasible agreement 

between opponents exists. The prolongation of conflict is the result of the 

development of calculative groups in isolated areas where natural resources are 

present. In the absence of feasible agreements, the high financial capacity that 

these groups derive from the exploitation of natural resources allows it to offer 

tangible benefits to the individual members of the group as well as to members of 

opponent groups in the form of pay-offs, while allowing them to preserve 

themselves in time and space.  

My argument is based on the following hypotheses: 1) subversive groups 

develop in isolated areas; 2) groups whose financial capacity is tied to the control 

over autonomous and ample natural resources develop a calculative character; 3) 

conflicts where at least one group has a calculative character tend to be 

prolonged; and 4) No feasible agreements may be present to end conflict where at 

least one groups has a calculative character. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

The Formation of Gangs and the State in Colombia 

 
 
 

 “ We are tired of suffering. Justice has never been on our side. There is no 
law that helps us to better our condition and no one fights for our rights. 
The authorities are there just to protect the injustices committed by our 
patrons…” 

Peasant of Valle del Cauca 
 
 

The objective of this chapter is to analyze the origin of the violent groups 

that operate in Colombia today. I test the hypothesis that sub-national groups are 

born in areas that are isolated from the state. In the process of discussing the 

isolation of certain areas I also discuss the character of the Colombian state in that 

the concept of isolation necessarily calls into question the state. Why was the state 

absent from certain areas in the countryside? Were these areas inhabited? Were 

they in the geographic or economic periphery of the country?  Using the concept 

of gangs theory discussed in Chapter Two, I will show that the Colombian state at 

the turn of the century was essentially a gang. The state was undifferentiated from 

the two political parties that formed it, which allowed the leaders of the party in 

power to fulfill their personal interests, and also provided some tangible benefits 

(for example in the form of jobs) to the members of the party.  The state 
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performed only to a minimum degree the tasks generally associated with the 

modern state: control over the monopoly of force, enforce the rule of law, expand 

a bureaucracy that brings necessary services to the citizens including physical 

protection, and the collection of taxes. 

But a state that acts more like a gang than as a moderator of interests, 

fomenter of cohesion, and executer of the law, is conducive to a succession of 

anarchic situations. Such a state does not service areas that are not useful in 

promoting the self-interest of those in power, limiting its presence to the use of 

force (i.e., coercion) when the need arises. This, in turn, facilitates and promotes 

the formation of competitors of the state, other gangs that act as pseudo-

governments in the sense that they regulate human interaction within the area with 

the intention of favoring the strongmen that possess the means of coercion.  

Available historical data supports the hypothesis that the isolation of the 

countryside from the central government in the 1940s provoked an anarchic 

situation in Colombia and that this fomented the rise of autonomous sub-state 

groups (the guerrillas and the paramilitary) who in turn fought against the 

government and each other to maintain and/or expand their area of influence92.  

                                                 
92 Though this chapter is historical in nature, I warn any historian that might be reading it, that 
some of the details of the historical events have been omitted to allow for analytical clarity. 
Colombian history of this period is particularly complex. I fear that reporting all the events could 
be confusing for those who are not familiar with them, and would not add much to the relevance 
and understanding of the period. My presentation seeks to maintain historical precision and 
accuracy while presenting a clear and concise narration.    
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This chapter is divided into two sections. In the first section I analyze the 

character of the Colombian state and the reasons for its lack of presence from the 

countryside. In the second section I explain how the withdrawal of the state from 

the countryside prior to and during La Violencia induced the formation of 

opponent gangs. Finally, I discuss the historical roots of today’s guerrillas and 

paramilitary forces in the “bandoleros”, “pajaros”, and communist enclaves that 

arose during La Violencia.   

 

 

THE CHARACTER OF THE COLOMBIAN STATE  
Colombian politics has been characterized by the existence of two political 

parties headed by the leaders of the revolution against the Spanish Crown, the 

Liberal party under Santander and the Conservative one under Simon Bolivar.  

Conservatives differed from Liberals in that Conservatives were generally less 

concerned about individual freedoms and rights than Liberals, and rallied for a 

strong executive.  However, in reality, the differences within each party were 

often more acute (and still are) than those between them.  Both parties wanted 

open commerce and some degree of federalism. Additionally, both parties were 

exclusively Catholic, though Conservatives initially were proponents of a full 

involvement of the Church in politics --attracting the benevolence and support of 
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the Catholic Institution (Bushnell, 1986:36). Finally, as Colombian Nobel Prize 

winner Gabriel Garcia Marquez claims in his masterpiece, One Hundred Years Of 

Solitude, the only difference between Conservatives and Liberals is that they go 

to mass at different times. 

Many may be wondering how the decision to belong to one party or 

another could be made if there were no major differences between the two, and 

what was the significance of belonging to one party or another in that 

environment.  The consistent answer given by historians (Bushnell, 1986; Oquist, 

1978, and others) has been that political allegiance guaranteed jobs and prestige to 

individuals of the party in office, thus choosing the stronger party significantly 

impacted one’s financial and social well-being. This conclusion seems obvious 

once the reader becomes aware of the extreme clientelism and provinciality that 

dominated Colombian politics in the first part of this century, and it also clarifies 

why politics can become a terribly violent enterprise in environments where93 

political parties, the state, and government are interchangeable concepts.    

In this section, I will discuss the self-serving character of the Colombian 

state and its demise. I will show that when the economic interests of influential 

landowners and coffee growers concurred with the interest of the state, the state 

expanded furthering the interests of its clients. But, as the state included the newly 

                                                 
93 Another example of this political modus operandi is Uruguay with its “Blancos” and 
“Colorados” Parties.  
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formed industrial sector, which also provided taxes and votes, the local interests 

of certain landowners and coffee growers entered in conflict with the need of the 

state to mobilize and incorporate this new class. The state revealed itself to be 

incapable of serving as a moderator between opposing interests of different 

groups in society and between its own interests and those of its members. And as 

a result the state finally collapsed. 

 

The state and local interests: taxes 
At the beginning of the century Colombia was a scarcely populated 

country where the majority of the population lived in the highlands of the western 

mountains and along the Atlantic coast. The economic boom after the First World 

War brought a considerable influx of money into underdeveloped countries in the 

form of loans and higher demands for exotic goods. The diversity of the 

Colombian geography, which combines high mountains, temperate climates and 

tropical low lands with an abundance of navigable rivers and access to two oceans, 

allowed for the production of diverse and highly valued goods for export. The 

most notable of these is, of course, Colombia’s wonderful coffee.  

The high profits that could be made with the cultivation of coffee (see 

table below) lured many to migrate from the highlands to more temperate climates 
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and to establish small landholdings next to the already present haciendas 94 . 

However, the location of the coffee zone nestled between the mountains and at 

relatively high altitudes rendered transportation an obstacle for production in 

grand scale. It was during the 1920s that the state, interested in the revenues that 

coffee could bring to the country in the form of taxes, took advantage of the 

favorable international financial environment to invest in infrastructure. This 

would help to foment the Colombian industry, on one hand, and would allow the 

state to expand on the other. 

The Colombian state sustained itself though taxes on imports. The 

prosperity and foreign currency brought by the coffee boom would allow the 

wealthier people to purchase equipment and products from abroad and import 

them into Colombia95. The result was a substantial growth in the government’s 

treasury. In 1919 the state imposed a flat tax on land ownership (Law 56 of 1918); 

however, this reform to the fiscal system did not substantially improve state 

finances. The reasons are intuitive for those that are familiar with Latin American 

Politics: the tax was minimal and the government did not have the ability to 

control and enforce payments. Finally in 1927 a more substantial fiscal reform 

was enacted (Law 64 of 1927), which made taxes at least moderately progressive, 

                                                 
94 For example, the cense of 1932 shows that in Tolima 75% of the haciendas had less than 5,000 
coffee bushes while only .5% had more than 100,000 bushes.  
95 Imports went from 15 million to 47.5 million (gold pesos) between 1905 and 1919, reaching a 
peak of 113.6 million (gold) pesos in 1920 (Mitchell, 83:552-553). 
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contributing to increased the revenue of the state.  However, the national income 

remained clearly tied to the coffee economy.  In fact, total government revenues 

in 1928 were lower than those of the previous year (before the reform) because 

the coffee exports had dropped relative to the previous year.   

 

Table 3: Coffee Exports and Taxes    

Year   Coffee Export     Taxes 
   (Millions of pesos)       (Millions of pesos) 
1905 (1906)    4.8       9.2 
1912 (1913)     17       17 
1919 (1920)*    54       26 
1926 (1927)     86       63  
1927 (1928)*     71       55 

 1939 (1940)     87       79  
 1946 (1947)   270     209 

1954 (1955)                         1,375                1,043 
* Fiscal reform 
Source: International Historical Statistics (1983) 
 
 

The development of the railroad and much of the highway system occurred during 

this time, though it begun with funds that Colombia received with the 

indemnization of the Panama Canal in the 20’s (Zambrano, 96:209). The effort to 

expand the reach of the state through the development of a communication 

network was quite significant, but it was neither sustained nor homogeneous. This 
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left the areas that were irrelevant for commerce geographically isolated from the 

reach of the state96. 

In any case, the penetration into the countryside offered the state the 

ability to exercise greater control at the regional and local levels, and the 

opportunity to intervene in industrial development (Oquist, 1978). Though local 

control was only partially achieved, the state successfully fomented large-scale 

production in Colombia. The data available is self explanatory, as international 

sales increased from US $ 81,000,000 in 1939 to more than US$ 300,000,000 in 

1949. (Zambrano, 92).   

Other manifestations of the expansion of the state are the creation of 

specialized ministries and federations, such as the Caja Agraria, the Fondo de 

Fomento Ganadero, and the Banco Cafetero among others, which provided credit 

for rural development; however, these organizations remained tied to the interests 

of the entrepreneurs. The Colombian state was similar to a gang in that it served 

primarily to promote the interests of those that took part in it. For example, 

development plans were made in conjunction between the government and local 

interests. For example, the composition of the Board of Directors of business 

                                                 
96 Between 1922 and 1929, railroads were extended by about 1,000 km. To cover a total of 2,434 
km, while by 1930 the state had built 5,743 km of highway (Zambrano, 91:86). However, for the 
transportation of coffee and other agricultural products investors had to utilize diverse means such 
as train, bus and ships. Ultimately, this business inefficiency lengthened the time to reach the 
market and cut potential profits. (Currie, 1950)    
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associations such as the Federacion de Cafeteros (Coffee producer association)97, 

the ANDI (Industrialists associations), and even the CTC, (labor union founded 

by the government of Lopez Pumarejo in 1936) was mixed between the business 

class and members of the government.  Further evidence is that the government 

imposed a tax on the exportation of coffee, grains and meat, which then went to 

the relative federations to finance their programs (Oquist, 78: 220). However, 

while the state became more inextricably intermingled with the business groups as 

it grew, little effort was placed on fulfilling the “social” and other tasks that are 

usually associated with the state bureaucracy. This left certain areas politically 

isolated. 

The Inter-American Development Bank assessment of Colombian 

development in 1950 asserts the low investment in education, health, and 

betterment of living conditions on the part of the government, as most grave and 

dangerous. Furthermore, the report strictly ties the condition of poverty to the 

misuse of the government agencies and programs once these were in place (i.e., 

legal isolation). For example, institutes and banks that were created to facilitate 

credit for the acquisition of low-income homes were largely manipulated for the 

construction of expensive homes and offices. 

                                                 
97 The Federacion Nacional de Cafeteros had tasks that were proper of the Government:   it 
monopolized the production and the price of coffee; it also made decisions that impacted the 
availability of foreign currency. All of this leads Oquist to conclude that at times it was impossible 
to know whether it was the Federation that controlled the government or the government to control 
the Federation. (Oquist,78:220). 
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The situation in the countryside where bureaucratic offices were only 

scarcely present, and thus had little real power, was worse than in the capital. 

Here any regulation that the local strongmen (local politician) found 

disadvantageous was overruled98. In rare instances the government acted against 

the will of Congress, who represented the parochial interests of the landed elites 

and the business class, and promoted legislation that could be favorable to labor 

(such as regulation on the hygienic conditions of the work place, the workers 

rights and the hours of labor that would constitute a remunerative day). However, 

the absence of the central government outside of the capital presented an 

insurmountable obstacle to the execution of law in the rural areas (legal 

isolation)99.   

Examples of the lack of a proper bureaucracy to uphold the laws and the 

ultimate ineffectiveness of the state to remedy such situation are numerous. I 

provide a typical one below. Land tenure legislation changed for the third time 

since the beginning of the century in 1936 (Law 200/1936).  This law was 

originally intended to be an agrarian reform of sorts as it legalized the ownership 

of the land for those who rendered it productive. The law accomplished little in 

terms of land redistribution, but caused resentment among landholders who had 

                                                 
98 A situation this one comparable to that of the South in the United States after the Civil War  and 
under the influence of the KKK in politics.  
99 For example, the hacienda Napoles in Quindio belonged to Roberto Marulanda,  an influent 
local politician who was senator elected in 1953 and governor of Caldas in 1940.  
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been enclosing uncultivated lands within the confines of their haciendas (often 

without obtaining the proper titles).  In Chaparral (Tolima Department) the Juez 

de Tierras, a bureaucrat from the central government who was in charge of 

implementing the 1936 land reform, gave property titles to at least 1,500 peasants, 

but the local government refused to recognize them, leaving the peasants without 

much recourse100 (Medina, 92:317-319). Ultimately, this law further demonstrated 

the ineffectiveness or unwillingness of the state to enforce the law and of the great 

influence of the rural elites on it.     

 

The State and the urban environment: votes 
The large landowners who were in desperate need of labor encouraged the 

migration of workers to coffee growing areas by offering parcelarios (tenants 

who worked a section of the hacienda and gave part of the product to the owner) 

favorable working conditions. However, the rise in coffee prices during the 1920s 

competed quite fiercely against the landowner’s interest of recruiting labor 

because the potentially high profits to be made from coffee and the availability of 

land stimulated workers to become small producers. Finally, large landowners 

                                                 
100 These are the words of the peasant:” The Mayor and the Judges of Chaparral refused to 
validate our land titles. I had to go to Bogota time and time again with 100 or 200 titles to show 
them to the Interior Minister who said that they were legal. But the authorities in Chaparral still 
sustained that they were worthless” (Medina 320:92) 



 175 

resolved to obtain labor by forcing the peasants and settlers out of the lands that 

they had colonized (Le Grand, 91). 

In 1926 the state declared that ownership of the original land title from the 

state was necessary to legally possess the land, reversing a previous landholding 

law, which stated that the land belonged to whomever cultivated it. The peasants 

would rarely have the resources to purchase land titles or seek legal advice, and 

quickly found themselves without land. They were hardly able to counteract the 

power of the landowners who either held original land titles or falsified them. 

Sometimes the landowners hired lawyers to intimidate the peasants.  

The landed elite had the local government on their side because, indeed, 

they were the local government. Finally, the abrupt downturn of the world 

economy with the depression of 1929 rendered the “minifundio” unviable and 

simply forced many to give up their fight.  The peasants’ only recourse was to sell 

their lands and work for large haciendas, or migrate to the city to find new 

opportunities101. 

The process of urbanization was also largely driven by the rapid 

industrialization that brought new players into the political game starting in the 

1930s. This altered the unidimensional benefit of the collaboration of the state 

with the local elites and with the business class.  Urban migrants whose departure 

                                                 
101 The profit from coffee exports dropped from 88million pesos in 1928 to 62 in 1930, 55 in 1931 
and 43 in 1932. (Mitchell, 1983:640). 
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from the fields also signified the rupture of their clientelistic bonds with the rural 

patrons and with the political party became valuable assets for politicians willing 

to tap into a “new” and “unconventional” resource in Colombian political history.  

It was the incapacity of the state to reconcile the opposing interests between 

political groups that finally lead to the civil war known as La Violencia, and to a 

near collapse of the state itself.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4: Spatial distribution of the Colombian population 

Year   1930   1951   1964 
 
Urban Municipality 30.9%   39.6%   52% 
Urban Population 29.1%   38.9%   52.8% 
 
Rural Municipality 69.1%   60.4%   48% 
Rural Population 70.9%   61.1%   47.2% 
Source: Revista Planeacion y Desarrollo, Vol. 1 Diciembre 1969 No. 4 
 

The conservative governments of the 1920s did not recognize the political 

power of labor. They refused to forge any policy that would regulate labor 
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conditions and instead chose the path of repression to keep labor at bay so as to 

achieve capital development at great speed102. The Liberal party instead captured 

the hearts of workers and won the elections in the 1930s under the banner of 

Revolucion en Marcha.  This was a slogan created by presidential candidate 

Lopez Pumarejo. It envisioned the implementation of a series of labor and land 

tenure policies that would benefit the rural and, especially, the urban classes. 

Basically, promoting policies favorable to labor would signify the enlistment of 

many new people to the Liberal party, and ultimately holding on to the political 

power for years to come. Workers sided with the Liberal party, feeding an 

increasingly dangerous tension on the part of the Conservatives103.   

The reason for the increasing antagonism between the Conservative and 

Liberal parties was, of course, the state itself.  Developing industries, banks and 

federations had enlarged the Colombian state. These entities were owned or co-

owned with members of the ruling elites who were also entrepreneurs and 

businessmen. At the same time, the party that controlled the state acquired the 

control also over the goods of the state, and its members the possibility to use and 

in some cases appropriate them. Furthermore, the vivid use of clientelistic 

                                                 
102Sadly famous are in fact the strike of the Magdalena workers and those of the United Fruit 
Company  
103 The first physical signs of the political struggle were seen in Santander and Boyaca in the early 
1930s. Subsequently, La Violencia found fertile terrain here where then President Laureano 
Gomez used the memory of the liberal persecution impounded in the conservative peasants to 
promote the diffusion of paramilitary groups called “chulavitas” because of their origin in the 
municipality of Chulavo into predominantly liberal towns.  
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practices ensured even to distant members a cut of the exploited goods. The result 

was a terribly heightened stake in the acquisition of political power, so much so 

that “at the end of the 40s no social group could conceive to be excluded from the 

state or from access to it. (…) For example, at the end of the 40s only few in 

Colombian society could conceive to form an enterprise without the support or the 

benefit drawn from the access to the state” (Oquist, 1978:246).   

 The tension culminated on April 9, 1948 when Jorge Elicier Gaitan, a 

leading Liberal presidential candidate with marked leftist tendencies and great 

popular support was killed in Bogota. To this day none knows with certainty 

whom the intellectual author of the homicide was, but many believe that it must 

have been the Conservative party. Relinquishing the control of the state to the 

Liberals had been barely tolerated by Conservatives, but allowing it to be taken 

away from the traditional elites so that it could be used by a larger circle of people 

(mainly in terms of services for labor) was inconceivable. 

None could have predicted the enormous consequences of the death of 

Gaitan would unleash. The streets of Bogota filled with angry workers and 

resentful Liberals. For three days the masses took over the city, burned 

conservative businesses, and looted and stole wherever they could; meanwhile the 

student radio of the National University divulged the events to the rest of the 

Country inciting Liberals to upraise. The “Bogotazo”, as this urban revolt became 
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known, ended in the city within a few days, but continued for several years in the 

countryside leaving at least 200,000 dead, and disseminated death and destruction 

everywhere104.  

The diatribe between the opposing parties had weakened the state itself, 

which became unable to carry out even its most basic function of protecting its 

people. The signs of the increasing isolation and envelopment of the government 

became clear in the years preceding la Violencia and compelling in the five years 

that followed. First, the escalating partisan diatribes in the 1930s and 1940s had 

become the primary concern of Conservatives and Liberals alike who were more 

interested in preventing the other from achieving any political success than in the 

well-being of the country105. The result was the loss of legitimacy of the central 

government in the countryside.   

Second, the promises of the “Revolucion en Marcha” carried out by Lopez 

Pumarejo never solidified. In fact, in his second administration (1942-1946) 

Pumarejo himself revoked some of the laws he had put in place during the 1930s. 

Actually, one can see his support for labor (in terms of upholding the right of 

workers to strike) diminishing already in 1936 as a consequence of heavy 

                                                 
104 It is of fundamental importance to remember that the state was not thought of as a central and 
national state, but it was associated with the regional and local parties, this is why the loss of 
legitimacy of the state manifests itself so intensely at the local and regional levels. (Jesus Antonio 
Bejarano, 85). 
105 They both accused the other of launching a conspiratorial campaign to prevent their victory. 
For more details see Oquist, 78: 231 
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criticism from the bourgeoisie. However, this gesture was useless in calming the 

fears of the Conservatives (and many Liberals) who saw in the rise of Gaitan in 

the Liberal Party a sign that their position had already been damaged, and 

attempted to prevent any further change in the balance of power between societal 

forces.  

Third, once the Civil War had begun and the Conservatives were in power, 

sectors within the Liberal party stopped paying taxes justifying their action on the 

bases that the Conservative government was illegitimate106. At the same time, the 

high level of violence impeded government agents from displacing to the rural 

areas either to implement the laws, to collect taxes, or to execute any of the 

programs that had been put in place in the preceding years.  

Forth, the police and the armed forces, which were also divided between 

Conservatives and Liberals, ceased to uphold and execute the law. Their mission 

became primarily political as well, imprisoning those of the opposite party and 

quite often condoning infractions of the law that either protected the interests of 

local political leaders (called gamonales) or those that belonged to their party 

(Sanchez and Meertens, 81).  

Fifth, President Ospina Perez, the Conservative in power during La 

Violencia, took several steps to de-institutionalize politics in an effort to gain 
                                                 
106 For example, in the case of the predominantly Liberal town of Miraflores in Boyaca where the 
governor was a Conservative, people refused to follow any law. Government officials were lied to 
and threatened (Oquist, 1978) 
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greater control over the political apparatus. He closed Congress, expelled all 

Liberals from government positions and politicized the judicial system at the 

national level. Finally, the government was de facto expelled by the guerrillas 

associated with the Liberal party from the areas of Southern Tolima (at least for 

some time), the region of Sumapaz and 90% of the Oriental Plains (Oquist, 1978).      

In conclusion, in an attempt to promote their self-interest, members of the 

Liberal party politicized a new sector of society, but this short-term strategy 

brought unforeseen consequences into the dynamics of political life in Colombia 

as the lower sectors acquired power and representation. Conflicting interests of 

members of the state caused an institutional breakdown at the central and local 

levels resulting in an anarchic situation well known to all as La Violencia.  

 

 

LA VIOLENCIA: INCREASED ISOLATION AND THE RISE OF GANGS  
 The period of La Violencia often causes confusion and misunderstanding 

for those who first approach the subject. Many remain perplexed in front of this 

phenomenon for two reasons. First, scholars have portrayed the civil war as a 

political dispute between the Conservative and the Liberal parties, but its legacy is 

socio-economic, as the guerrillas in the 1960s testify. Second, the violence in the 

political center (Bogota) ceased rather quickly and the opponent leaders held 
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negotiations soon thereafter, but it continued in the greater countryside for several 

years and, arguably, it has not ceased to this day.   

In the following paragraphs I will attempt to bring some historical and 

analytical clarity to this period. This account will show that the anarchic situation 

brought about by the lack of bureaucratic presence of the state, its incapacity to 

uphold the laws, and the inability to maintain the monopoly of force, lead to the 

formation of gangs that ultimately competed with it.  As is the state, these groups 

too are self-serving. Their primary objective is to survive once they are formed 

and to allow for the satisfaction of the individual objectives of those who integrate 

them.  According to the argument advanced in this dissertation, three factors 

allow to predict the nature of the group. These are: 1) the source of financing 

(autonomous or dependent)107; 2) the financial capacity (scarce or ample); 3) the 

level of unit cohesion (high or low).  According to my argument, groups with an 

autonomous and ample source of financing will be more prone to have a 

calculative character than those with scarce or dependent resources; thus the 

individuals within it will be attracted to join the group primarily to make a profit 

or to achieve other tangible benefits.  Also, the groups that have higher levels of 

unit cohesion tend to have character that is not primarily calculative and the 

members that integrate them be motivated primarily by incentives other than 
                                                 
107 The example suggests that the theory may also apply to environment where there are no 
natural resources as long as these are abundant and the financial capacity remains high (which 
means that the expenses of the group remain low) 
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profit.  Groups that have a high combat ability spend a large portion of their 

budget and efforts on activities aimed at bettering their position in combat –i.e., 

purchase of armament and communication equipment, rally popular support-, and 

become (morally) constrained from following their personal interest by the rules 

of the organization and their beliefs in its objectives. 

The Colombian panorama of La Violencia presents the formation of a 

number of groups with different characteristics. In the following paragraphs I will 

show how the type and quantity of resources available, and the level of unit 

cohesion combine with the motivations of the individuals in different 

environments produced different types of groups and different types of violence108. 

Though natural resources did not contribute to the financial capacity of any of the 

sub-national groups that formed during La Violencia, coffee can be seen as being 

comparable to coca in this period for the following reasons. First, both products 

are highly valued in the international market. Second, their value is partly due to 

their addictive quality. Third, they do not require advanced technology to be 

processed and transported. Forth, coffee, like coca, can grow for years unattended, 

which renders it similar to a natural resource.  

 

                                                 
108 I will consider only the areas of most violence. I largely follow the work of Gonzalo Sanchez 
(91 and 81) as a guide in the presentation of the historical facts. 
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Quindio, Viejo Caldas and Antioquia: violence as a business 
The first and perhaps the most puzzling cluster includes the departments 

of Quindio, Viejo Caldas, and Antioquia. These were regions where the coffee 

economy started, and was most profitable. These were also the first areas where 

migrants settled in search for land and fortune during the coffee boom.  Migration 

had two important consequences. First, many settlers became aparceros (i.e., 

tenants who gave part of the product to the landowner as a payment), which 

greatly contributed to the development of a capitalistic and individualistic 

mentality among peasants109 and hindered any form of   collective action between 

them. When the violence hit the region with the arrival of the chulavitas (i.e., the 

conservative militia) the reaction of the community was similar to what Hobbes 

described as a war of all against all to draw as much profit from the situation as 

possible.  

  Second, during La Violencia the majority of the large landowners, who 

had financial resources and business interests in the cities, took refuge in urban 

areas leaving their properties to be administered by aparceros and mayordomos 

(property keepers). The departure of the landed elites signified that the political 

                                                 
109 Bergquist argues that it was this entrepreneurial mentality of the peasants (settlers and renters) 
that allowed them to reach the immediate goals of being the owner of the coffee produced and the 
settlers were of course owners also of their lands, but impeded the achievement of greater power 
for example in the commercialization of coffee, which is where the profit was really made. 
Bergquist (92) writes the following about the workers of the coffee sector: “ The collective 
struggle of the workers of the coffee sector degenerated in a private and individual activity 
supported by the traditional political structure finally hurting them and their class” (Bergquist, 
92:160)    
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strongmen were also gone since these two groups largely coincided, and that 

Quindio, Viejo Caldas and Antioquia were left virtually without any 

representation of the state or power to enforce law and order. This lawless 

environment in an area rich with a highly valued commodity (i.e., coffee) offered 

the opportunity for all sorts of banditry.  

Violence in Quindio was used primarily as a tool for conducting business, 

and soon it became a business itself. The most obvious business that became 

dependent on the persistence of violence was the purchase of valuable lands well 

below their value. In fact, in the fury of rapid departure, landowners either 

abandoned their land or sold them to the first person that was willing to buy. 

Another business that sustained itself on violence was robbery. The mayordomo 

was often the only person that the landlord could rely on to sustain production on 

the hacienda, but not all mayordomos were reliable and many ended up enriching 

themselves either by cutting deals with bandits (bandoleros) who would then steal 

the coffee, or falsifying the accounts regarding the amount of coffee produced by 

the hacienda, so that they could sell it on their own and keep the profit. (Ortiz, 92).   

Robbery was also present in the form of sacking abandoned coffee 

haciendas, which continued to produce for a few years even if the land had been 

abandoned. Finally, there are innumerable cases of coffee being robbed while it 

was transported to the market, and these were often accompanied by stories of 
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murder.  Ironically, the dramatic rise of the price of coffee (refer to Table 3) 

during the first years of La Violencia actually increased the potential for profit 

from these illegal acts, reinforcing the continuation of violence (status quo).  The 

lack of enforcement of the law on the part of the authorities and the low levels of 

state repression did not require large investments in armament or the development 

of an organization to fight against the state in order to continue to profit from the 

coffee economy.  

When the violence subsided in Quindio, most of the old landholders 

returned to their haciendas and restored the ante-bellum environment. In this case, 

coffee offered an autonomous and ample source of finances, and the control over 

a profitable resource with low levels of repression from the state110. However, the 

individualistic/profit driven nature of the struggle prevented the formation of a 

solid group that could fight the landowners (and the forces of the state) once these 

returned.  

 

Valle and Northern Tolima: violence between greed and power 
The cases of Valle del Cauca and Northern Tolima constitute the second 

cluster. The characteristics of this cluster are a high concentration of resources in 

                                                 
110 Because the local authorities concentrated on making war against those of the opposite party 
and left alone those of their same party. This unequal application of violence had an 
“homogenizing” effect on the region, so that towns became either entirely Liberal or entirely 
Conservative. 
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a few hands, the continued presence of the political and business classes, and the 

appearance of new figures such as that of the “pajaro” and the “bandolero” who 

moved within a mafia-like system of protection for landlords and politicians alike 

on both sides of the spectrum. It was the scarcity of available, natural resources 

combined with the lack of law enforcement that created new opportunities for 

many to profit from the protection and other illegal business with no negative 

consequences (i.e., low costs and high profit).  In fact, the bandoleros were the 

ones that imposed and enforced the law as dictated by their bosses111.   

The industrialization effort in Valle, which required a large labor force in 

the factories and large plots of land for the production of prime material that 

would then be processed, forced a large sector of the population out of 

agriculture. While some of the newly unemployed found jobs in factories, others 

found jobs in the “business of violence” brought by La Violencia.  The “business 

of violence” in Valle was the result of the clash of interests between Liberal 

police and traditionally Conservative landowners who felt unprotected. In fact, the 

landowners felt compelled to create their own private police even before the 

breakout of the war. These became known as “pajaros”. They were basically 

salaried employees whose job went from defending “big” business to promoting 

the interests of politicians without scruples (Sanchez, 91).   
                                                 
111 Even though the police and the mayor might have been present in these areas they had no real 
power; they were so intimidated by the fierce power of the bandoleros that they simply disarmed 
and stopped intervening in the running of things.  
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 The tragedy with promoting a business based on violence is that it requires 

violence to expand. The pajaros enlarged their circle of profit by bringing their 

services to the coffee traders of Northern Tolima, where the conservative faction 

dominated.  However, the liberals in this region had also organized private 

security forces known as bandoleros112.  It is needless to say that the result here 

was a partisan violence characterized primarily by the clash between bands of 

Liberals and Conservatives.   

 But who were the bandoleros? The phenomenon of bandolerismo started 

as an individual response to the conservative violence disseminated by chulavitas 

and pajaros; belonging to the organization over time soon become an instrument 

for employment.  For all practical purposes, bandoleros worked for the local 

politicians (mostly for Liberals) as intermediaries between them and the rural 

population, but they also participated in independent robberies and extortions for 

their own benefit (Sanchez and Meertens, 91).  

The excellent historiographic work conducted by Donny Meertens and 

Gonzalo Sanchez (91) shows that the motivations of the bandoleros follow the 

pattern predicted by the theoretical framework presented in this dissertation, and 

found in “gang theory”. The motivations for joining a group were primarily self-

                                                 
112 Sanchez reports the testimony of the mayordomo of the Hacienda Las Americas “ The 
conservatives arrived from Santa Isabel in 1952 to kill the liberals. Here they killed five. Then the 
hacienda became the headquarter of  “Desquite” for some time and many left. Production 
diminished to 150 cases and the owner stop investing. ” (Sanchez 91: 147)  
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promoting, though some individuals explained their actions, often illegal, as a 

moral justification against a society where poverty and injustice abounded. 

However, it was not until the group became financially dependent on the local 

community that it became preoccupied with furthering the socio-political 

grievances of the community they claim to represent. The influence of leftist 

political ideologies of the 1960s was also an important contributing factor to the 

development of politico-ideological incentives, which elevated the level of unit 

cohesion and conferred a normative character to the organization.  

The bandoleros present interesting similarities to the insurgents of today. 

First, for many peasants, joining the bandoleros represented an opportunity to 

achieve social and economic well-being.  The group served for many as an 

alternative to seasonal unemployment or unemployment in general.  

“He (“Desquite”) told me to follow him. Instead of making five pesos a 
day if I went with him I would have a good time and be well, so I went 
with him and he also said that he was not eliminating any peasant, but was 
fighting for a cause…” (Sanchez and Marteens, 82:140). 

 

“ I could not find a job anywhere and none was giving me anything to eat, 
nothing, so one day I went with “Venado” to Rioverde to look for a job; 
we saw “Chispas” in La Miranda and “Venado” asked him to take us with 
him” (Sanchez and Marteens 82:104)  
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Such employment opportunities derived from the collaboration between 

bandoleros, local elites and the army113.  Part of the benefit of such working 

relationship was the veil of impunity that bandoleros enjoyed even when they 

acted in favor of their own benefits. For example, crime related to coffee ceased 

when the central government resumed control over the pockets where bandoleros 

were active, co-opted the local political elites, and de-politicized the security 

forces. 

Second, many joined as a way to protect themselves from the hostilities of 

the opposing party, especially if they had committed a crime against it.  This was 

the case for example of “Sangrenegra” who became a Liberal to better protect 

himself from retribution from his own party -he had killed the son of a politician 

of that flag. The poet Gonzalo Arango wrote these words in homage to him: 

He became guerrillero when he was still a child: not to kill but not to be 
killed, to defend his right to live, which during his time was the only 
human cause that one could defend: Life! This man, or better said, this 
child had no other law than killing. His Country, his government made 
him an assassin, gave him the psychology of an assassin. He will continue 
to kill because it is the only thing that he knows how to do: kill to survive 
(not survive to kill). They only taught him this sour and mortal 
philosophy, and he will make of it a philosophy applicable to his whole 
existence, Terror has become his nature and we know that it is not easy to 

                                                 
113 The bandoleros had good contacts with the local army because a number of them –
“Venganza”, “Desquite”, “Sangrenegra” had served in it. At  first the army even collaborated with 
the bandoleros by selling them arms, but all of this came to an end when the National Fronts 
suspended the Amnesty Program of Rojas Pinilla and the military personnel is reshuffled 
throughout the national territory.  
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fight against Destiny. Crime is his Reason. He will only be able to think in 
terms of blood.  (Arango, 64 qtd in Sanchez and Meertens, 81:190).  
 

Like during La Violencia, today many people join armed groups in 

Colombia, paradoxically, because of fear. Those that live in the countryside where 

the army cannot (or does not) protect them live, dramatic experiences that are not 

dissimilar from those of the peasants in the 50s. On one hand, then like today the 

gangs did not confront one another directly to conquer territory for the political 

party that they represented, but used violence against civilians to reach their 

objectives. On the other hand, the army (which became Conservative) in its 

attempt to curtail the enemy dressed as peasants to better disguise in towns and 

villages, while the bandoleros dressed in uniform, which meant that peasants 

never actually knew who they were talking to. The consequence was that their 

loyalty was questioned by both, often with deadly results, but protected by none.  

Third, many that joined were youngsters whose parents had died or were 

forced to take refuge in other cities. These gangs were composed of people 

between eighteen and thirty years of age. Women had a purely sexual role in the 

organization and were relegated to traditional roles such as cooking, washing and 

sawing uniforms for their “companions” (Sanchez and Meertens, 81:96).  Forth, 

and tied to the above, is vengeance and rebelliousness as a motivation. Hobsbawn 

defines the Colombian bandit as a frustrated and disoriented “son of La 
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Violencia” whose thirst could only be satisfied by the blood of revenge. The 

modality of carrying out violence itself begot anger and disdain in those that were 

touched by it, due to the extreme cruelty employed in carrying out the action114. 

Virtually all of the interviewees reported by Sanchez and Merteens (81) mention 

vengeance as a fundamental reason for joining or forming bandolero groups. 

“Chispas” himself was reported recounting: 

“My given name is Teofilo Rojas, and I will tell you about the way in 
which I had to live when I was very young and I lived with my parents in 
my father’s ranch, which we called “La Esperanza”. It was 1949-1950. 
(…) We lived in tranquilly when --I remember as if it had just happened— 
people in uniform arrived together with some civilians [pajaros and 
chulavitas]; they treated everybody really badly, and the lucky ones only 
received profanities from them, but others were beaten. We were really 
scared, and became even more scared when they killed Tiberio Patino and 
Servando Gutierrez, and others,.. all killed unjustly. And not only that, 
they also attacked children and raped women (…) I mostly remember 
what they did to my cousin Joba Rojas even in the presence of her parents 
(…) they did things to her that I wish not to recall. (…) They did all of this 
because we were Liberals. At that time I was only thirteen. I was very 
scared and it hurt me so much to see all that they were doing…” (quoted 
in Sanchez and Meertens, 81:74). 
   

Finally, another motivation for individuals to join was based on non- 

tangible incentives. In the case of bandoleros one cannot talk about ideology as a 

motivation for their actions even though they did express a vague ideal or concept 

                                                 
114 Typical methods of killing the enemy were: “corbatin” (slit of the throat and pulling down the 
tongue to create a “tie”), “picada a tamal” (chopping up the body in tiny pieces), crucifixion, de-
ventration of pregnant women, profanation of the body, castration, and incineration of the body to 
mention a few.  This “ritual of terror” expresses the desire to make the victim suffer tremendously 
while dying, to terrify the population, and finally to symbolically eradicate the opponent band.  
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of social justice through words. The participation a number of bandoleros, such as 

Roberto Gonzales Prieto known as “Pedro Brincos” in the MOEC and FUAR, 

leftist youth organizations largely formed by university students, influenced its 

members to acquire a broader social perspective and finally represented a turning 

point for some of the bandolero organizations. It is telling, for example, that the 

pictures of Efrain Gonzalez, a Conservative bandolero, and of Che Guevara were 

found in “Chispas” pockets when he fell lifeless in 1963. The journalist that first 

reported this news explained it by saying that the first was a political expression 

of hate related to the past, and the second was a social expression of respect, a 

precursor of who he would have become.  

With the end of the partisan struggle, the support for the bandoleros 

started to dwindle, even among the Liberal elites115. The change in the attitude of 

the political elites became evident when in 1962 the Minister of Justice stated that 

the bandoleros no longer had allies, and that the government would be implacable 

against them.  The bandoleros, also referred to as guerrillas or Liberal guerrillas 

due to their attachment to the Liberal Party, soon found themselves without a job 

and a mission.  

                                                 
115 This is for various reasons: first, the need for security against the Conservatives was no longer 
a concern; second, the elites became progressively more fearful of the incipient radicalization of 
the bandoleros who had committed abuses against the liberal landowners, which turned 
particularly acrimonious in the Oriental Plains; and third, the incipient national coordination of the 
liberal guerrillas (at first just local and unarticulated movements) raised the suspicion of the 
beginning of a new type of violence, which did concretize in the 1960s though under the auspices 
of the communists guerillas and not the bandoleros. 
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The loss of a patron left them with low financial capacity, but they were 

ultimately able to save their organization and continued to make a living through 

the use of the violent skills that they had acquired. They reinvented themselves as 

protectors of the poor, which meant that instead of depending on their income 

from a political party, they become dependent on the contributions of those they 

claimed to represent. They found a new niche fighting a social struggle against the 

state and the oligarchy that it represented. By 1962, a year before his death, 

“Chispas”, a bandolero that operated in Tolima and Viejo Caldas was reshaping 

his efforts: 

In the future our struggle will be that of the poor against the rich, of the 
oppressed against the oppressors; it will be a social struggle from which 
we will exclude all of those miserable abuses that the oligarchy is 
conducting through the army at its service, and that the media stimulates 
with its publications (…) Death to the oligarchy of every party. Hurray to 
the social revolution. Our fight, rightful queen, is for the poor” (Quoted in 
Sanchez and Meertens, 81:110). 

  
In the past, when bandoleros helped the poor, it was not to fulfill a social 

or moral requirement primarily, but merely because they belonged to that 

community. In fact, bandoleros were never particularly careful to cultivate a 

positive image of themselves among the poor. They were respected in the 

community not so much for their “social” work but because they presented a 

challenge to the authorities.  Differently from the social bandit that resembles the 

popular “Robin Hood”, the Colombian bandoleros did not give an unambiguous 
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and total support to the poor until, left without a patron to serve, they had to 

redefine their role to survive as an organization and as individuals with skills 

limited to the exercise of violence. It was only then that they begun to consistently 

sympathize with the “people”. Their action was primarily calculative, after all.  It 

was aimed at creating a source of income in the form of contributions, not always 

voluntary, in return for protection and security in an anarchic environment. For 

example, “Capitan Venganza” who was active primarily in Tolima, imposed a 

proportional system of taxes and even gave a receipt to the payers, as if to make 

this process more legal or just.   

“Paradoxically, their actions do not lead them to amplify their social bases 

or to gain the support of the conservative peasants, simply they restrict their 

relationship and their support network inside of the liberal party” (Sanchez and 

Merteens, 83:60).  Ultimately, the bandoleros miscalculated the amount of 

support “from below” they could count on due to the peasants’ initial infatuation 

with the Liberal guerrillas. The precarious equilibrium between admiration and 

fear that made up the relationship between bandoleros and peasants finally tilted 

toward the latter --as Hobsbawm would say. 

In any case, once reinserted into society through an amnesty program 

developed under President-Dictator Roja Pinilla’s, or defeated militarily, the 

peasants decried their absence as a group that, after all, represented a peasant 
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challenge to the political regime and to the military forces.  This feeling was one 

of profound grievance among the people, and prepared the ground for the 

revolutionary work of the communist guerrillas that were being formed in other 

parts of the country116.  

“ In effect, the end of men like Chispas, Desquite, o Efrain Gonzalez left 
in the peasant communities a deep feeling of defeat and lack of direction, 
not because of what these bandits had been, but for the dream of change 
that now, already dead, they had left.” (Sanchez and Merteens, 82: 239) 

    Finally, perhaps sadly, the bandoleros, like the guerrillas of today, 
were “ Not a paradigm of the contemporary revolutionary movements, not 
reactionary agents, not even simply inhuman criminals, they were, in truth, 
trapped without escape” (Sanchez and Merteens, 82:240).  

   

Sumapaz and Southern Tolima: violence as cohesion 
 The third cluster includes the cases Sumapaz and Southern Tolima.  It is 

here that the FARC of today had its origin. Here the resources available were 

concentrated in a few hands. These provinces were primarily agricultural and 

cattle raising areas, which produced items that were not as easily manageable as 

coffee, and were also of lower value in the international market.   Differently from 

the cases reviewed above where the lower rural classes (i.e., aparceros, settlers 

                                                 
116In fact, it is here that the guerrillas of today found support and membership. Let me just 
mention a few examples. Eriberto Espitia, who once was in the band lead by “Chispas” would 
become one of the leaders of the ELN, the majority of the leaders of the FARC including Jacopo 
Arenas participated in the liberal guerrillas of the 1950, and the lives of many others who would 
then become members of one or another guerrilla were directly touched by La Violencia. (Pizarro, 
86: 396-397) 
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and workers) never united as a “class” to manifest their grievances so as to 

increase their bargaining power relative to the landowners, here they did. The 

reasons for this unity are twofold.  

First, these were areas of relatively recent colonization where land tenure 

ship was still being negotiated between the large landowners who held immerse, 

and often underutilized properties, and the settlers. Consequently, these were 

areas where the presence of the state was even lower than in the areas that I 

analyzed above, which had been colonized at the turn of the century. Even before 

La Violencia, the areas that I discussed above were areas where the land was more 

equally distributed and generally more developed due to the coffee economy. 

There were two consequences of such land tenureship: on one hand, it created 

deep grievances among the less resourceful population; one the other hand, it 

promoted the creation of tight bonds among this population in that people spent 

much time together in the fields of the large landholders. 

Second, the influence of Gaitanism and the educational work of a leftist 

lawyer, Erasmo Valencia in Sumapaz and the communist party in Southern 

Tolima played a pivotal role diffusing the socialist ideals in the individual 

peasants and promoting the cohesiveness of the lower rural classes.   

Let us begin with the former issue. The first law that regulated land 

tenureship was passed in 1926, when the colonization of Sumapaz was still 
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incipient. Whereas before this date possession of land was achieved by cultivating 

lands that no one else was cultivating, holding the original titles in 1926 became 

necessary to legally own the land. The law greatly debilitated the position of 

newcomers and worsened the already contentious one of the settlers, many of 

whom were just renting plots of land.  Finally, it promoted land seizures and 

invasions 117 . The local strongmen employed the Civil Guard to physically 

discourage and arrest the invaders, but this did not stop them. In fact, La Colonia 

Agricola del Sumapaz, a territorially defined peasant organization, was born with 

the function of collecting funds to support legal action against the large 

landowners. Indeed, the struggle between landed elites and peasants was already 

well under way in this region when La Violencia broke out.  

The differences with the above examples are already clear. First, people 

whose interests had been informed and shaped by leftist ideologies formed a 

movement made of small groups. Much of the rebellious action was organized by 

Erasmo Valencia, a lawyer who was also the director of Claridad, a leftist paper 

that played an important role in uniting the peasants and giving purpose to the 

                                                 
117 The expedition of decree 1.110 in 1928 intended to be favorable to settlers actually further 
worsened their situation.  According to this law certain areas in the region of Iconozo in Tolima 
were apt for colonization because none held the official titles for them and were thus abandoned.  
The workers and tenant immediately invaded these lands, stopped paying the lord rent for the use 
of the lands, and named themselves settlers, thus de facto and legal (according to the national 
government) owners of the lands.  The problem was that parts of these lands were at the same time 
claimed (and had been enclosed) by five different haciendas whose owners were ready to fight 
before giving them up. In Southern Tolima where the peasants did not have the legal backing of 
the government to colonize the lands that remain uncultivated, the fight between these and the 
lords were even more drastic than in Sumapaz. 
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organization (i.e., unit cohesion). As a lawyer he educated peasant leagues on the 

law and their rights under the law, which made the members more effective in 

addressing their grievances (Sanchez 91). In other words, the politico-ideological 

motivations of individual members were predominant in these groups. Second, the 

army had a clear enemy in the peasants, the military carried out sustained 

repression since before La Violencia broke out precisely because these were 

organized and effective, which made them a potentially severe threat for the upper 

classes who the state (and thus the military) represented and protected.   

Finally, the peasants in Sumapaz were successful in expelling the large 

landowners from their haciendas and in obtaining from the government the 

division of those large plots into smaller ones (“parcelas”), which were then 

redistributed.   

 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE GANGS 
By the end of La Violencia the communist organizations of Southern 

Tolima and Sumapaz had already secured territorial enclaves.  These would 

become known as “Independent Republics” by the late 50s.  There were eight 

such Republics. These obeyed different leaders 118 , and were located on the 

                                                 
118 Fermin Charry Rincon “Charro Negro”, Manuel Marulanda “Tirofijo” in Marquetalia; Juan de 
la Cruz Varela  in Sumapaz, Ciro Trujillo Castano “Mayor Ciro” in Rio Chiquito, to give just a 
few examples. 
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foothills of the high Colombian mountains119; there were no roads that connected 

them with the rest of the country and the government was absent. Their character 

was primarily defensive and their posture one of resistance. Their inhabitants 

were primarily the peasants who succeeded in conquering the lands, but soon it 

became a place of refuge for those who, exhausted and impoverish by the civil 

war and dissatisfied of the government, became interested in what communism 

could offer. The Independent Republics also became the Mecca for the 

bandoleros that had taken advantage of Pinilla’s Amnesty program to turn in their 

arms, but were successively attacked by the army120, or that chose to recover an 

armed lifestyle because that is the only one they had known. 

The Colombian Government initially chose to selectively ignore the 

existence of certain Independent Republics and to demobilize others, promising to 

improve the socio-economic opportunities of their inhabitants121.  By 1958 the 

traditional parties had already regained the control over the government and 

established new rules of power sharing that became known as the National 

                                                 
119 Often times the local authorities had to actually rely on the help of these bands to find and 
capture common criminals (Gott, 1970).   
120 Though the socio-economic background of the bandoleros and the guerrillas was the same and 
in some cases such as that of Southern Tolima they co-existed in the same space, they never did 
ally, and they often clashed. The communist guerrillas harbored suspicion and rage against the 
liberal guerrillas or bandoleros as they were seen as the armed force of the liberal party, thus 
inextricably tied to the political establishment.     
121 Roja Pinilla embarked on a peace process that would give Amnesty to those among communist 
and liberal guerrillas, who would turn in their arms and reinsert themselves into civilian life. The 
program was embraced by the liberal guerrillas who became largely demobilize, but military 
hostilities toward the communist guerrillas and their ambiguous reception of the Amnesty plan 
finally lead to an all out military confrontation between the two sides.  
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Front122. Between 1958 and 1974, all political duties, positions and seats were 

equally apportioned between Liberals and Conservatives, and the presidency was 

given to both in alternating fashion.  The National Front embodies one the great 

paradoxes of Colombian history as it achieved outcomes that in reality were 

contrary to those that it had been designed for. While it was created to ensure and 

fortify the power of the traditional elites, it finally weakened the very political 

institutions that it sought to protect: the Liberal and Conservative parties became 

progressively more internally fractionalized, the executive and the legislative 

more divided and autonomous relative to one another, and clientelism prevalent in 

both. 

While the elites were able to save the state and their positions within it by 

agreeing to the rules of the National Front, they were unable to recover or 

uninterested in holding a “hegemonic” power over the Colombian territory. By 

adopting the National Front the state, in an attempt to protect itself, further 

isolated the Colombian society. Worried about their own new positions in the 

government, the elites never addressed the “armies” that they had built to fight 

one another, leaving their members unemployed and with developed skills in 

violence.   Indeed it is those with these skills and arms that became the strongmen 

and replaced the state in the isolated regions of Colombia. 
                                                 
122 This agreement is mentioned among scholars as a successful proof that civil wars can in fact 
be terminated and that institutional solutions do exist that allow for mutual assurance and power 
sharing.  
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 Ultimately, the aversion to any form of opposition and the increasing 

threat that communism posed worldwide in the 60s together with the North 

American insistence to act against it, rendered the existence of the Independent 

Republics intolerable for the government and lead to the adoption of repressive 

modes to neutralize them 123 . The result was the creation and progressive 

strengthening of five subversive groups: the FARC, the ELN, the EPL, and the M-

19, and of the paramilitary. 

  

 

 

The FARC 
The origins of this organization reside in the guerrillas124, the peasant 

“army” of Southern Tolima and Sumapaz, and in the bandoleros of the 1950s who 

converged in the Independent Republics. These groups were diverse and only 

loosely united in that they shared similar ideas regarding social justice and a cause 

against what they called an “oligarchic” government disguised first as a 

                                                 
123 However, it appears that, at least at that time, in Colombia the enemy was invented in the name 
of a continental response against communism, as Congressmen Hurtado will say. 
124 Let us remember that the activity of the Liberal guerrillas here was concentrated against the 
large landowners and was the primary cause of the break between the Liberal Party and the 
guerrillas in 1952. Immediately after their formal severance from the Liberal Party the guerrillas 
proclaimed the “Law of the Llanos”, a socialist-leaning regulatory statute which created another 
“Independent Republic” in this area of the country.  These largely took advantage of the Amnesty 
program of Pinilla’s government and reinserted into society.  
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dictatorship and then as a democracy, but they lacked a cohesive military or 

political plan.  

The Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) was formally 

created in 1964.  The government’s attack on Marquetalia, one of the Independent 

Republics, allowed the guerrillas to realize that the government continued to 

perceived them as a threat to its security, and was firm in its intention to sustain 

the attacks and to return the lands to the original owners. The second realization 

was that the National Front did not represent a substantial movement toward 

democracy as the development and reinsertion plans promised by the government 

never came to full fruition. The economic opportunities of the disenfranchised 

would not improve and the elites would continue to use the state to perpetrate 

their interests and to exclude much of the country from the political discourse. 

Other Independent Republics were attacked after Marquetalia pushing the 

guerrillas to retreat further South into remote lands of Colombia (Pizarro, 

86:403).125 

As a consequence of the high levels of violence during and after the civil 

war many had decided to gather their belongings and seek fortune in the remote 

lands in the south and east. Some were lured by the possibility of holding vast 

                                                 
125 The Colombian communist party in 1958 proclaimed that National Front as an opportunity to 
“consider the option of carrying out  the project of the communist party [inside of the government] 
instead of replacing the state” ( quoted from minutes of  the VIII Congress of the Communist 
Party in Pizarro, 86:395). The FARC the military and political objective of taking the government 
was not formulated until the early 80s 
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lands, others by the possibility of being independent from a government that they 

perceived as corrupted, and others still were relieved to escape the memories 

ingrained in them by the violence. The government actually started a colonization 

project -directed through the Caja Agraria and the Rehabilitation Office-, which 

had been put in place to facilitate the transition to peace126. The colonization 

project was successful in terms of the interest that it demonstrated in those that 

were willing to move to such areas, but it was an utter failure in terms of the 

government’s effort to facilitate the process of installation and development 

according to the promises that it had made to those who accepted to move. For 

example, the state never disbursed the resources it promised to help the settlers, 

never built the infrastructure and roads that had been planned, and made an only a 

minor attempt to provide adequate healthcare and education –there were only two 

“private doctors” and no public hospital or assistance (Jaramillo, 89:54-55).  The 

result was that these areas remained isolated from the state and the centers of 

power. People remained ignorant, with a short life expectancy and with dismal 

lifestyle prospects.  The economy remained one of local subsistence, as 

transportation costs were prohibitive for any agricultural business enterprise to 

succeed.  

                                                 
126 This was intended to be for specific municipalities in the department of Caqueta. The 
inexperience of the bureaucrats in this part of the country leads them to designate as “areas of 
settlement” places that were quite unsuitable for human living. 
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The case of Caqueta is similar to that of Guaviare and Meta of Eastern 

Colombia. All of these became fertile territories for the settlement of the 

guerrillas escaped their Independent Republics due to the persecution of the state.  

The force and authority of the guerrillas allowed them to become the source of 

law and order in these newly colonized lands, to strengthen their organization and 

to offer security to the settlers127. The settlers actually welcomed the presence of 

the guerrillas. On one hand the guerrillas were seen as a political alternative to the 

state (Jaramillo, 89:108-109 and Cubides 89:252), on the other they were seen as 

the only organism of protection available in the rural areas. Molano will say that 

the difference between the guerrillas and the state in the eyes of the peasants was 

that “when state employees intervene they do not assure the necessary security in 

exchange for the bribe that one has to pay (…), but the taxes imposed by the 

guerrillas are fixed and the services that they provide in return are clear and 

inflexible: 10% to farmers and 8% to entrepreneurs.” (Molano, 1987: 75).     

 

 

                                                 
127 Politically, the settlers organized themselves in juntas where they made decisions regarding the 
community and established rules of behavior that would regulate human interaction in their towns. 
This was an attempt to build a political reality different from that of the state, which they could no 
longer trust. The degree of strength of these juntas at the time of the arrival of the guerrillas 
determines the relative strength of a civilian government vs. a military one imposed by the 
guerrillas. In Caqueta where the juntas were well established, the guerrillas imposed its rules but 
did not displace the juntas; in Meta and Guaviare, where civilian organizations had not yet been 
formed the guerrillas had a greater influence in terms of imposing their laws.  
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The ELN and EPL 
 Differently from the FARC, these organizations were founded and 

directed by the intelligentsia of urban Colombia and not by the peasants.  The 

primary difference between them is that the ELN was inspired by Cuba and the 

EPL was tied to the Chinese communist party (the FARC was tied to Moscow). 

The ELN was born out of the international experiences of five Colombians who 

returned from Cuba after a university interchange between the National 

University and Havana.  The ELN is an example of how powerful ideology can be 

when it is fueled by grievances catalyzed by charismatic individuals that have the 

means to render their message effective. 

Their fascination with the theory of the “foco” inspired by “el Che” and its 

success in Cuba, together with the revolutionary spirit of the sixties, convinced 

them that Colombia was a perfect candidate for the implementation of their newly 

learned ideologies (Pizarro, 86:393 and others). In effect, the great poverty and 

the disillusionment regarding the improvement of the socio-economic conditions 

at the end of La Violencia, gave this group a ready following among the lower 

classes. While the FARC was active primarily in the South and the EPL had its 

stronghold in north and western Colombia, the ELN was primarily active in 

Santander and Bolivar, the homeland of its founders and site of great violence 

during La Violencia.       
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The M-19 
 This organization was created in 1972. It was and perhaps still is the 

symbol of the myth of a guerrilla that resembled the romantic image of Robin 

Hood. More than any other guerrilla in Colombia, the M-19 sparked the 

revolutionary spirit heavily ingrained in the Colombian culture.  “El Eme”, as the 

group was popularly called --almost as if to refer to a well-known neighbor--, was 

silently applauded by the vast majority of the populace for its splendidly symbolic 

gestures that denounced and highlighted the impenetrability of the Colombian 

political system as well as its inefficiency128. 

The group was born out of ANAPO’s suspicious political defeat, at the 

time when the National Front was to be ended and political competition was to 

resume. The ANAPO, a populist party lead by ex-dictator now presidential 

candidate Rojas Pinilla, was actually winning the election of 1970 when all media 

reports were suspended and Misael Pastrana Borrero (father of the current 

president) was proclaimed president the following day. The dislike that the 

Liberal and Conservative parties nurtured for Rojas Pinilla was well known, but 

the country was shocked by the extreme measures that a supposedly democratic 
                                                 
128 “El Eme” stole the sword of Simon Bolivar as well as arms and munitions right out of an 
Army Depot in Bogota. Bolivar’s sward was never recovered; in fact, Jaime Bateman gave it to 
Manuel Marulanda of the FARC as a gift –and Marulanda still has it. The Army’s armament was 
almost entirely recovered after it was stolen –the M-19 did not plan what to actually do with the 
arms after stealing them! 



 208 

polity took to assure that the control of political life would remain in the hands of 

the traditional strongmen.   

The M-19 was originally constituted by the socialist wing of the ANAPO 

and by four individuals who had been expelled by the FARC and became the 

intellectual leaders of this new organization. Their names are by now famous. 

They were: Jaime Bateman, Ivan Marino Ospina, Alvaro Fayad, and Carlos 

Pizarro. All of them are now dead, but their memories continue to be present in 

the hearts of all Colombians and in the minds of those who still wish that 

Colombia could change.           

 

The Paramilitary 
The so called paramilitary have their conceptual birth in the “bandoleros”, 

“pajaros” and “chulavitas” of the 1950’s, but became active as an insurgent 

organization only recently129.  Originally, the paramilitary of today were groups 

of men at the service of large landowners who could not count on the state to 

defend their extended possessions. Cubides (99) brings clarity to the group by 

comparing them to vigilantes groups in North America. According to the report of 

the National Commission on the Causes and Prevention of Violence, vigilantes 

are nothing else than “a response to a typical American problem: the absence of 

                                                 
129 Some may claim that these were born in the nineteenth century. 
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effective law and order in a frontier region” (quoted in Cubides 99:156) to 

preserve land and life. It embodied the necessity to take matters in one owns 

hands because there were no legal recourses esteemed viable.  All considered, the 

Spanish term “autodefensas campesinas” (peasant self-defense groups) might be a 

more accurate label for these groups130, but since the term paramilitary is now 

popularly used for historical reasons that I will discuss below, I too will follow 

this trend. 

These self-defense groups were composed of individuals skilled in the 

field of violence and that received payment for their services in a fashion actually 

similar to the “pajaros”.  Finding individuals to recruit was not a difficult task for 

the landowners when one considers the intermingling of violence, land, and profit 

in the area. The paramilitaries were born in Boyaca where the “chulavitas” 

originated and disseminated the conservative terror131, and where struggles for the 

control over the emerald mines had taken place for years. This was, in other 

words, a land that had experienced violence of different types since its inception 

and where young men had learned how to “make a living” through it from their 

fathers. 

As in the cases above, here too the availability of autonomous resources 

played an important role in the formation of the group. The land was concentrated 
                                                 
130 I refer to these groups as “paramilitary” because this is how they are best known and because 
of their link-- imaginary and not--with the military.  
131 In  89, paramilitary groups in Boyaca started training groups in Cordoba  and Antioquia.   
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in a few hands in Boyaca, so the opportunities for employment were limited, and 

the pay for protection was above average.  The heavy presence of the communist 

party in this region made the creation of the paramilitary a necessity in the view 

of the landowners. The fact that a number of the local officials were communist 

and that some were actually guerrilleros threatened the ample leeway that the 

landowners had traditionally enjoyed in regards to the law. In particular, the 

agrarian reform of the 1970s endangered their possessions and positions. The 

presence of small armies in and around their ranches would intimidate the 

peasants from requesting the land to the state under the land reform programs 

(Posada, 92). Here one can see how the state once again played the double role 

that allowed it to remain in power without much effort. On the one hand it passed 

“democratic” reforms, which “silenced” peasants and kept them from joining the 

guerrillas; on the other, it never enforced them and left it up to regional powers to 

maintain the status quo unaltered.   

Another reason for the creation of paramilitary groups was for landowners 

to protect themselves from kidnapping and extortion individually and as a 

group132. Already in the early eighties these were the main sources of income for 

                                                 
132 The MAS (Muerte a Secuestradores –Death to Kidnappers) was one of the first paramilitary 
organizations as we know them today. It was founded by the Ochoas brothers and other drug 
families, including Escobar and Rodriguez Gacha in 1981, after the M-19 kidnapped one of the 
Ochoas; later MAS became an independent group but continued to work with the drug lords and 
against the guerrillas. As an interesting aside I will add the creation of MAS was announced  by 
dropping  lift lets from the air during a soccer match in Cali (Duzan 94). 
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the FARC.   In fact, Carlos Castano, in a famous interview with German Castro 

Caycedo in 1996, clearly stated that his initial sympathy for the guerrillas turned 

into deep hate when they killed his father because the family could not afford to 

pay his ransom133.  Besides the lack of law and order, natural resources also 

played a role in the formation of the paramilitary protected the illegal exploitation 

of the mines under control of Rodriguez Gacha.   Narcotraffickers who had 

profited from the coca cultivation in the departments of Caqueta and Guaviare 

purchased extensively in the eastern region of Meta and Boyaca as a way to 

launder their money.  An alliance between paramilitary groups and 

narcotraffickers was thus formed134, but it soon revealed to be an uneasy one 

because the narcotraffickers also had business relations with the guerrillas (who 

were the enemy of the paramilitary).  

The government’s increased action against narcotrafficking forced the 

narcos to retreat from areas of Llanos and Magdalena Medio in the late 1980s, 

leaving the paramilitary groups without a boss to serve or an income to be made 

through the protection industry. The consequence was an increase in common 

crime and the progressive independence of the paramilitary as an organization. By 
                                                 
133 The guerrilla had miscalculated the amount of money of the Castano family and thought they 
were bluffing when they could not pay for the father’s ransom. The guerrilla would regret this 
mistake for a long time to come.  
134 The alliance between paramilitary and narcotraffickers was of mutual alliance at first. Henry 
de Jesus Perez ,the maximum leader of the paramilitary along with Fidel Castano when the 
organization was born, stated in an interview “ We had the manpower and the magic (ability), but 
we did not have the money, so he (Rodriguez Gacha, the Mexican) could help us in this 
matter”(quoted in Cubides, 99:172 from Semana, April 16, 1991).  
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the mid-90s the paramilitary was still a loose organization formed by independent 

cells that were acting progressively more under the command of the Castano 

brothers --the ACCU (Autodefensas de Colombia Cordoba y Uraba)-- were 

gaining power and military strength135. 

An important factor, often the subject of controversy in Colombia and 

abroad, is the involvement of the military in the formation of paramilitary 

groups136. Because the state was spread thin and the security forces have had 

insufficient manpower to assure the protection of the inhabitants of remote areas, 

the military created and trained self-defense groups (Law 48 of 1968)137. Thus the 

relationship between paramilitary and army was a legal one at first. However, the 

nature of this relationship became quite murky when the military instigated and 

used the paramilitary as occult forces to endanger the peace process undertaken 

by President Betancur138.  The result was the physical elimination of those who 

                                                 
135 According to Cubides (91) the unification of the paramilitary groups was instigated by the 
possibility of being involved in an eventual negotiation process under President Samper (1997) 
that would involve all of the armed groups in Colombia.  Such negotiations never have occurred.  
136 Duzan (95) writes on the matter: “ In the beginning the guerrillas were well received because 
the peasants saw them as a buffer against the landowners and the army. The guerrillas also 
protected the peasants from cattle rustlers who frequented the jungle wilderness. (…) but when 
these larger landowners [from whom the guerrillas extorted protection money] fled the region, the 
guerrilla demanded tithes from the middle class and the poor peasants landowners.  In reaction to 
the abuses of the FARC the peasants of Magdalena Medio turned to the only institution they 
could –the Colombian Army—which in 1981 begun organizing self-defense militias comprised of 
peasants in the region” (Duzan, 95: 95). The paramilitary were also initially trained by foreign 
mercenaries among whom Israelis and British contracted by the drug lords and Rodriguez Gacha 
in particular (Duzan, 95:182). 
137 President Barco, who followed Betancur abolished the law in 89. 
138 The army armed and trained the paramilitary to do the “dirty work” that they could not do.  
These pursued the elimination of those guerrillas who took advantage of the negotiations to 
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had chosen to leave behind the “bullets” to embrace the “votes”, and the 

continued political pre-eminence of the traditional parties –an outcome similar to 

that of La Violencia. 

The military was opposed to the negotiations fundamentally because they 

believed that the guerrillas could be defeated in the battlefield and that the time of 

their defeat was approaching. In fact, the ELN was reduced to a few hundred of 

people and the M-19, which at that time was probably the strongest movement 

and certainly the most notorious one, had its leadership in the prisons. The peace 

process eventually failed to bring peace in Colombia, while it served as an 

opportunity for the FARC to accrue power and for the military to prove that 

negotiations would not work. Since then, Colombia has experienced an increased 

militarization of the conflict and a degradation and multiplication of violence.  

Indeed, the prediction of the Colombian poet Gonzalo Arango in his eulogy of the 

bandolero “Capitan Desquite” has become the reality of today: 

 

 

“Yo pregunto sobre una tumba cavada en la Montana: No Habra manera 
de que Colombia en lugar de matar a sus hijos los haga dignos de vivir? 

                                                                                                                                     
reinsert themselves into society or to pursue the traditional goals of the guerrillas (those of social 
justice) through politics.  
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Si Colombia no puede responder a esta pregunta, entonces profetizo una 
gran tragedia: “Desquite” resucitara, y la tierra volvera a ser regada de 
sangre, dolor y lagrimas” (Quoted in Sachez, 91:216)139 

 
 
“ At first drug dealers cooperated with wealthy families, but soon begun to turn 

against them; their rampage took on characteristics of a social struggle. (Duzan, 

95:p.198) The Extraditables were enriched thugs and declared war against the 

oligarchy; for example, they were against the family Ospina 

“ Here the name Pablo –it can only mean Pablo Escobar—is spoken with 
admiration for the sport centers he built and the social programs he 
promoted, things few traditional politicians have done. (Duzan, 95: 195) 

 
Reaction of the people of Pablo when they learned about Rodriguez Gacha’s 

death (December, 89) “ He was very good to us. Every time we had a problem he 

helped out, He did more for us than any politician around here ever did. Who is 

going to help us now?” said a woman of the area to a reporter (qtd in Duzan 

95:187). 

I did find a strong relationship between the isolation from the state and the 

presence of guerrilla activity. The municipalities with least representation of the 

state tend to experience more violence even than those with a greater presence of 

the state.  Interestingly just a basic presence of the state strongly diminishes the 

                                                 
139 Translation: “ sitting on a tomb in the mountains, I wonder: Could Colombia ever stop killing 
its sons and give them dignity and life instead? If Colombia cannot answer this question, then I 
predict a tragedy. “Desquite” will resurrect and the land will become streamed with blood, pain, 
and tears anew”. 
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chance that violent events will occur.  For example, between 1996 and 1998, 90% 

of the municipalities that had experienced multiple attacks had extremely low 

presence of the state, while 7.8% of such municipalities were also those with a 

medium presence of the state (which is still quite low for “western” standards). 

This result suggests that when the state that fulfills its primary requirement of 

protecting its citizens, the success of gangs that oppose it is less likely.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 

The Practical Interests of Subversive Groups: The Guerrillas and 
the Paramilitary 

“The guerrillas and the paramilitary are the only ones who have cars and 
motorbikes, and they are luxurious. If one goes to the port one sees at least 
30 cars, and they all belong to the guerrillas.”  

-a peasant 
 

In this Chapter, and Chapters Six and Seven, I present and analyze the 

data that I have collected in Colombia. In this chapter and the following one, I test 

the hypothesis that the more autonomous the source of finances is, the more likely 

it is that such group will have a calculative character in opposition to a normative 

one. Given that the most autonomous source of the finances and the one that I 

consider in this dissertation is the control over natural resources, the hypothesis 

that I test reads this way: groups whose finances derive from the control over 

natural resources will tend to develop a calculative character. The reasoning 

behind this hypothesis is that the control over highly valued natural resources 

gives groups an autonomous source of income, which frees them from having to 

pursue the interests of any one person or group exterior to or inside the 

organization.  Finally, financial autonomy allows the members of the organization 

to fulfill their individual aims while it allows the organization to survive.  
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To determine the character of the sub national groups active in Colombia, 

I consider variables at the group level as well as variables at the individual level.  

This is because assuming the character of a group from its actions alone (i.e. 

group level) may obstruct the discovery of realities that help to explain the reason 

why a group develops a certain orientation and not another.  Furthermore, 

individual level variables ultimately explain the reason for which this conflict 

continues.  A group is composed of individual members that have unequal 

decision-making power and are not rewarded in the same manner from the 

organization. It follows that their motivations for joining the group and for 

remaining in it may be different and evolve over time. The changing motivations 

over time(due primarily to oscillations in the financial capacity of a group) render 

the character of the group flexible. Thus, I argue groups that may have a primarily 

normative character when they are formed may evolve into calculative 

organizations and vice versa, as the example of the Colombian bandoleros 

demonstrates (Chapter four). 

 Group level variables that test the relationship between the character of the 

group and natural resources are: 1) a group’s financial capacity (I expect it to be 

ample for calculative groups and to be tied to the control over natural resources); 

2) a group’s type of investments (I expect the investments executed by the 

organization to be self promoting and not oriented to the larger community for 
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calculative groups); 3) the location of combat (I expect that combat remains 

limited to profitable and strategic territories in the case of calculative groups). At 

the individual level, I test the calculative character of the group by looking at the 

level of unit cohesion and the motivations for joining. I analyze the group level 

variables in the following pages, and the individual level variables in chapter six.  

 
 

FINANCIAL CAPACITY AND NATURAL RESOURCES 
The financial capacity of a group is the amount of money available to a 

group for spending. This can be calculated by subtracting a group’s expenditures 

from its total income; in other words, the financial capacity is the profit made by a 

group.  This variable tests whether groups derive their financial capacity from the 

control over natural resources, and how high the financial capacity of each group 

is estimated to be.  Financial capacity derived from natural resources that have a 

high market value is likely to be high for the following reasons.  

First, the high value of the product in the international market gives high 

returns on the trade, which produces a high income. Second, the high value of 

natural resources is often attributable to the fact that these are illegal, such as in 

the case of coca and opium, or that the trade is illegal, such as the sale of 

diamonds and emeralds in the black market. The dangers involved with the 

cultivation and commercialization of these products elevates their price (and the 
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profit) considerably. The purity and quantity of cocaine that Colombia produces 

further augments the profit derived from its sale.  Third, the demand for natural 

resources is constantly high either because these are essential in certain countries, 

such as in the case of oil and diamonds, or because certain individuals are 

addicted to them, such as in the case of drugs140. In other words, their price in the 

market is inelastic in the sense that the need for them does not depend on the 

strength of the economy141.      

The data reported below show that the financial capacity of the subversive 

groups in Colombia is quite elevated. The data also shows that the groups’ 

involvement in the narcotic business provides the majority of their income. The 

notable exception is the ELN, who reaped its profits from another natural resource, 

oil. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
140 For example, according to a recent study of the US Drug Czar office, the demand for cocaine 
increased five fold in the last ten years to 600 metric tons per year –that is a lot of coca 
141 The example of coffee that I gave in the previous chapter follows this pattern. Caffeine is an 
addictive substance. We “need” coffee the moment we wake up in the morning, and are not 
willing to give it up. Families might purchase generic brands of coffee instead of the gourmet kind 
during lean economic times, but will usually continue to purchase it. 
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Table 5: Financial capacity of subversive groups in 1999 (USD of 2000) 

    

AGENTS FARC ELN AUC 

NARCOTRAFFICK 112,970,853.00 21,338,584.00 ***300,000,000.00 

EXTORTION 12,926,829.00 N/A 73,800,000.00 

KIDNAPPING 31,185,000.00 43,480,000.00 **24,000.00 

CATTLE RUSTLING 19,370,000.00 7,500,000.00 0.00 

ROBBERY 837,876.00 145,378.00 0.00 

TOTAL 177,290,558.00 72,463,962.00  373,824,000.00 

EXPENDITURES 52,173,000.00 15,419,850.00   31,800,000.00 

PROFITS 65,117,558.00 57,044,112.00   342,024,000.00 
 
Note: These values have been converted into dollars at US1=2,000 pesos 

 ** Source: Gaula *** Source: Carlos Carstano, Auc leader. Interview with Channel RCN, August 8, 2000 
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Table 6: Financial capacity of the FARC in 1998  (USD of 2000) 

 

AGENTS FARC 

NARCOTRAFFIK 129,920,000.00 

EXTORTION 100,000,000.00 

KIDNAPPING* 22,500,000.00 

CATTLE RUSTLING 17,900,000.00 

ROBBERY 560,000.00 

TOTAL 270,880,000.00 

EXPENDITURES -38,200,000.00 

PROFITS 232,680,000.00 
 
Source: Interinstitutional Committee for the Fight Against the Finances of the Subversion  
* Note: Gaula reports an amount that is 5 times less, probably because this is an estimate and Gaula reports the amount that has been declared 

 

The following review of the subversive organizations’ recent history 

shows the impact of natural resources on these organizations. Natural resources 

transformed groups dependent on the contributions of private individuals into 

autonomous, powerful and rich businesses.  
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The ELN 
   The ELN re-built itself through the oil economy after having been 

defeated militarily in 1973. The origin of this organization is in the Leninist 

theory of the vanguard  (foco).  Differently from the FARC, who sustained itself 

through voluntary contributions from peasants in Caqueta and Putumayo in the 

70s, the ELN imposed a tax that the population soon came to pay only reluctantly 

and under force.  In exchange for food or supplies, the elenos (members of the 

ELN) would give to peasants a piece of paper called “Bonus of Hope in the 

Revolution”, which was a promise that the ELN would repay peasants once the 

revolution was won.   

The ELN was militarily defeated at Anori (Antioquia) in 1973. The defeat 

caused its membership to drop to 70 by the end of 1974142. The progressive lack 

of popular support, partly due to the forced contributions, lead the organization to 

look for alternative sources of income, or to risk becoming extinct143.  Fortunately 

for this organization, Occidental Petroleum discovered a large oil field in Arauca 

in 1983 where one of the ELN fronts, the Domingo Lain, had established itself.  

The ELN viewed the construction of the pipeline as an opportunity to recover 

financially and to gain popular support at the same time. On one hand, the ELN 
                                                 
142 The defeat caused low morale and deep internal struggles as to which path the organization 
should undertake. 
143 A confirmation of the terrible financial reality of the ELN is the fact that in 1982 they had to 
ask for financial assistance to the M-19. (Penate, 99:84). 
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incited the rural population to disrupt the construction until Mannesman, the 

German subcontractor in charge of the project, agreed to improve the 

infrastructure in the surrounding areas. On the other hand, the ELN sustained 

terrorist attacks against the oil pipeline so as to increase their bargaining power 

and eventually negotiate the payment of large sums of money in protection fees 

from Mannesman.  It is unknown how much the ELN obtained for the deal, but 

the sum is believed to be around four million dollars144.  

The increased financial capacity was a fortuitous event, which offered this 

organization the opportunity to survive and to continue to provide for its members. 

The fate of the elenos changed through the 80s, as this organization acquired 

strength and membership but never succeeded in mobilizing the support of large 

part of the population that they claimed to serve.  Today, the ELN is also involved 

in the production of narcotics derived from the abundant cultivation of coca in the 

areas under their control, though the contributions it extorts from various 

subcontractors in the oil-related industry are believed to continue to bring cash 

into the organization. 

                                                 
144  As Penate (99) points out, the initial sum was an essential financial leverage for the 
organization, but the lessons learned from this exploitation of the nation’s natural resources were 
even greater. The ELN continues to dynamite the pipeline, though the government has stopped to 
pay them a bribe, causing terrible losses not only for the state and the country, but also for the 
local government, which is now on the verge of bankruptcy. The immediate benefit that the people 
drew from the actions of the ELN quickly subsided. Earlier this year hospitals and schools had to 
close due to the lack of funding caused by the lost revenues from the extraction of oil due to the 
attacks on the pipeline. These have all but paralyzed drilling. Indeed it is a paradox that what 
could be the richest Department in Colombia is actually the poorest. 
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The FARC 
The case of the FARC is paradigmatic. Differently from the ELN, the 

FARC was not on the verge of financial annihilation when the organization first 

became involved with the cultivation and commerce of coca in southern 

Colombia.  The involvement in the coca business was a rather practical 

decision that was originally intended to finance the military growth of the 

organization.  However, I argue that it ended up transforming the very character 

of the organization and ultimately its objective. In the previous chapter, I 

explained that after the defeat of Marquetalia, groups that would eventually 

constitute the FARC moved to more recently colonized parts of the country where 

the government was not present and the military would not attack them. In these 

areas, which today form the Departments of Guaviare and Caqueta, the FARC 

intermingled with the local community, acquiring the role of a pseudo-

government145.  

The FARC who, due to their fight against the Colombian Army already 

possessed the skills of violence, quickly became a source of law and order in the 

                                                 
145  Alma Guillermoprieto describes the state-like behavior of the guerrillas in the following 
manner: “The guerrilla, which considered itself as the legitimate authority in the area that it 
militarily controls, imposes a tax on the transportation and sale of coca and, let’s say it, also on the 
opium paste that comes from poppy in the Andean mountains. In exchange for such tax, the 
peasants expect that the guerrilla guarantee that they are paid, that the payment is equitable, and 
that their profits are at least roughly proportional to the value of the final product.” 
(Guillermoprieto, 2000:34-35)     
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incipient society; not completely substituting but rather collaborating with the 

Communal Junta that had formed. Furthermore, the locals who were disillusioned 

with the state were open to new ideas of government and governance, which lead 

them to welcome the communitarian perspective of the FARC. In fact, the FARC 

was supported by the population, who actually preferred to pay taxes to them than 

to the state (Molano, 87). 

The arrival of the coca economy in the 1970s brought an immediate sense 

of relief and hope to people that had been accustomed to the Spartan life of the 

forest146. However, the first coca boom only lasted a few years, leaving only little 

development, richness or improvement behind. The majority of the profit made 

from the leaf had been spent in brothels and bars while the bonanza lasted, and on 

the purchase of products at inflated prices (due the sudden influx of cash)147. 

Initially, the guerrilla tolerated the crop in spite of the damaging social effects that 

it caused. In truth, opposing the coca economy would have meant loosing the 

support of their social base, as well as the considerable tax base that it created; 

thus, slowly and perhaps unconsciously, the guerrilla chose to follow the practical 

option, and started participating in it.  (Molano, 87). 
                                                 
146  Suddenly people found no obstacle in producing (because coca is very resilient), or in 
transporting the product anywhere because buyers to collect the processed drug in loco. 
Furthermore, the coca brought many luxuries that rendered life in the jungle less painful. 
Suddenly, then, stores received most exotic products and cinemas brought the “western” world 
into a society that still did not comprehend the means of money. 
147 Thinking that the bonanza would last forever such as the experience of coffee had taught to 
many of them, peasants sold their animals and tools early on. Sadly, at the end they were left with 
less than what they had before the bonanza even hit.  
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A contributor for the national paper El Espectador described the FARC 

controlled areas as follows:  

“ By the mid-80s the banks of the Guayabero were a lifeline especially for 
the transport of the chemicals needed to make cocaine –above all kerosene 
and ether. Shippers had to pay a stiff tax to the army so they and their 
cargo would not be detained. (…) The FARC guerrillas controlled zones 
were like miniature republics complete with roadblocks marking the 
crossing between government and guerrilla-held territory. The guerrilla 
filled their coffers and the army prospered by levying a tax on the peasants 
for importing the chemicals needed in these independent republics.” 
(Duzan, 1994:58). 

 
Two important and seemingly contradictory events occurred for the FARC 

the same year the coca prices started to dwindle. On the one hand, the FARC 

entered negotiations with the government of President Belisario Betancurt. These 

negotiations offered the FARC the opportunity to proselytize before the national 

audience, and to gain political support among urban sections of the population148. 

On the other hand, the FARC also held its seventh conference, which resulted in 

the decision to increase its military strength and national presence. The failure of 

the negotiations and the prevalence of the militaristic convictions on the part of 

the government and the FARC, as well as the possibility of becoming more 

involved in the coca economy, determined much of the events that followed. 

The seventh conference (May of 1982) imposed greater rigor in the 

collection of the finances, which were necessary to finance the organization’s 
                                                 
148 The FARC had suffered great military defeats in the previous years as the attacks of the 
military became more frequent and deadly under the administration of President Turbay.  
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expansion.  One important resolution was the creation of an annual quota that 

each front would have to pay to the organization149.  Another resolution was the 

encouragement to “tax” large monopolies and business. Finally, the conference 

formally approved the partaking of money produced by narcotrafficking. The 

conference allowed for improvements in the administrative capacity of the 

organization by creating positions for financial experts in each front.  The FARC 

further modernized the financial aspect of its organization in 1993 (eighth 

conference) when it created a National Commission of Finances. This aimed at 

creating and progressively strengthening its influence on domestic and foreign 

banks by employing professional financial advisers150   (Subcommittee, 2000). 

The immediate consequences of these changes are as follows. First, the 

FARC’s progressive reliance on extortion on large businesses and on the 

abundance of cash produced by narcotics rendered the organization quite 

autonomous and progressively less dependent on the population. Second, the 

FARC’s progressive decentralization in the collection of cash rendered its leaders 

(at various levels) independent in deciding the methods used to collect the cash 

                                                 
149 This corresponded to 15 million Colombian pesos  
150 In an interview (summer 2000), the Superintendent of one of the Treasury Subdepertments (in 
Spanish Superintendente de Valores), Juan Pablo Jaimes, told me that the FARC in particular 
receive the best financial advise available in Colombia as they employ graduates from Harvard 
and Yale who receive government aid to study in the United States, but are only able to make 
limited money in Colombia due to the poor economy. Working for the insurgency enables them to 
earn considerable amounts and thus to be able to pay back their loans to the Colombian 
government. He confirmed these facts by giving me an example of the arrest that he had 
personally overseen as attorney general in Cali of a young economist from Harvard.  
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and how to distribute it. This arrangement gives leaders the opportunity to retain 

part of the cash for themselves.  Third, it rendered the FARC’s internal structure 

quite heterogeneous as the fronts that operate in certain areas, for example in the 

south, where large amounts of coca grow, are wealthier than those that operate in 

certain areas of Huila and Tolima151.    

Today the FARC is organized like a corporation.  Its fronts are divided 

territorially. They are quite autonomous in making decisions such as fundraising 

and initiating most military actions, but they depend on the Estado Mayor for 

decisions at the strategic level, which have implications for the whole 

organization. According to the responses that I obtained from interviews with 

military consultant Javier Torres and chief of police intelligence Oscar Naranjo, 

every front is allowed to make profits up to one million dollars152 per year as long 

as it continues to make contributions to the Estado Mayor for the same amount153. 

Contributions to the Estado Mayor have the priority over the profit retained by the 

front, regardless of the financial development of each front. Continuing with the 

                                                 
151 The scarcer resources of these last ones can be readily noticed examining the armament that 
they use when conducting attacks. The terrible gas cylinders are often used. These are cheap arms; 
they are homemade and cause great damage. 
152 One of the ironies that transpired from my interviews with experts and guerrillas is that the 
FARC leadership always speaks in dollars (despite their proclaimed war on capitalism and 
“everything American”)   
153 One of the imprisoned guerrillas that I interviewed later confirmed that the Estado Mayor 
imposes such payment, and that the rest of the profit made by the organization remains in the 
hands of the fronts. He added that the FARC believes that the more money the fronts make, the 
better.  
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business analogy, this system is indeed comparable to the quota that the different 

franchises pay to use the “name” of the FARC154.  

 
 

 

 

Illustration 2: The organization of the FARC’s fronts 

 
 
      

The relationship of the FARC with the world of narcotics evolved from a simple 

taxation and protection enterprise, to an active participation in the narcotics 

business. As I explained earlier, the deepened involvement in narcotics was the 

result of a well-planned strategy of the organization to expand its financial 

capacity so as to increase its military expenditures. Two events contributed to the 

                                                 
154 It is not dissimilar from the behavior of McDonald restaurants or from gangs in the United 
States who also have to pay for their membership to the national headquarters (think for example 
of the “Crips”) which grants them the right to wear the “colors” of that particular gang, but leaves 
them free to make most decisions 
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FARC’s financial success in narcotics. First, geographical shifts in the cultivation 

of coca brought its epicenter from Peru and Bolivia back to Colombia155.  This 

meant that the production of coca would now be well under the hands of the 

guerrillas as coca was cultivated in the areas the FARC traditionally controlled. 

Second, the disintegration of the Medellin and Cali drug cartels left a substantial 

power vacuum in the world of narcotrafficking. 

  The timely coincidence of these two factors allowed not only the FARC, 

but also all of the subversive organization in Colombia to extend their 

involvement in this illegal industry and to profit from it.  According to the 

Narcotics Affair Section of the United States Embassy and their Colombian 

counterparts in the National Direction of Addictive Substances (in Spanish 

Direccion Nacional de Estupefacientes), the FARC has become the middleman in 

the commerce of drugs, sometimes even bypassing the “new” Colombian 

                                                 
155 Up until 1996, only 10% of the production of coca leaf took place in Colombia (60% in Peru 
and 30% in Bolivia) while the processing of paste into cocaine always took place in Colombia. 
The change can be attributed primarily to the effectiveness of the attacks against the “airbridge” 
between Colombia, Peru and Bolivia, conducted by the antinarcotics police and partly funded and 
planned by the United States. The increased costs and risks associated with the transportation of 
paste by air stimulated the narcos to find alternative solutions. At the same time, it was discovered 
that Colombian coca was actually stronger and better than that of other countries, which meant 
that transforming the leaf into cocaine hidrocloridrate could be achieved quicker by skipping one 
step in the process.  Recently, it was discovered that the coca bush in the Catatumbo region at the 
border between Colombia and Venezuela grows taller than in other parts of Colombia, further 
increasing the quantity of cocaine that is possible to produce. Not surprisingly, the recent history 
(last 3-4 years) of this region is characterized by fierce fighting between the ELN, the FARC and 
the AUC.  
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narcotraffickers156. Independent local sources have confirmed to me that in fact, 

the FARC is now purchasing the leaves or base directly from the peasants157, 

crystallizing them in its own labs (many of which are located in the demilitarized 

zone), and even selling the finished product.  Moreover, in the eventuality that 

large supplies of coca maintain the selling prices low, the FARC stores the 

product in facilities until the prices rise again. The most likely explanation for this 

behavior is that it is an attempt to maintain the selling price constantly high.  

Indeed, the guerrillas of today may approximate businessmen more than unskilled 

insurgents. 

 The granting of a demilitarized zone to the FARC in 1998 as a sign of 

bona fide on the part of the government as another battery of negotiations begun, 

allowed the FARC to further pursue the narcotic (and other) business158.  Satellite 

images that track narcotic production, reveal that the coca cultivated within the 

                                                 
156 The Pablo Escobar –generation of narcotraffickers were quite ostentatious. They owned lands 
and soccer teams, financed beauty contests and married beauty queens. They wore heavy 
adornments of gold chains around their necks and moved about town escorted by an army of 
bodyguards at all times. Furthermore, they attempted to buy their status and exercised their trade 
through the use of corruption and bombs in alternating fashion or at the same time (primarily 
Pablo Escobar). The sad result of their ways was an increasing indifference to violence, and the 
necessity of ever more dramatic means of violence to raise some sort of emotion in any circle in 
the Colombian society.  In contrast to these, the new narcos are quiet, independent, and nearly 
stealthy businessman.  They operate behind computers instead of bodyguards, and as a result they 
are in no need of hiring any. 
157 A number of reports that I have seen and my interviewees sustained that the FARC is obliging 
peasants to grow coca and extend its cultivation often claiming that the government will buy it as 
part of an eradication plan. 
158 This zone was intended to be a violence-free site where anybody interested in the negotiations 
could go and participate in discussions regarding how a Colombia of the future would look. This 
area, which de facto has belonged to the FARC for years, has been de jure under its control since 
the beginning of the peace conversations.    



 232 

demilitarized zone actually increased by 32% in 2000 relative to 1999159. The 

coca, and more recently the opium cultivated in other areas under the control of 

the FARC, also increased160. The Subcommittee Against the Finances of the 

Insurgencies reported that the number of coca processing labs in the demilitarized 

zone has increased dramatically since the negotiations started; in fact, 50% of the 

coca produced in Southern Colombia is taken to La Sombra, a small town near 

Los Pozos the site of the recent negotiations with the government. The irony 

behind these discoveries surfaces if one considers that the FARC publicly sustains 

that their aim is actually to eliminate drug production. The irony becomes even 

greater if one considers that the FARC publicly argued that the demilitarized zone 

should be extended to cover the municipality of Cartagena de Chaira (at its 

southeastern edge), for the purpose of carrying out coca substitution projects. 

Knowledgeable of the independent access to great sums of money that the 

autonomous control over coca confers to the organization, but uncertain about the 

future of coca in Colombia or of the sustainability of extortion and kidnapping 

practices, the FARC has apparently contracted the help of international geologists 

and engineers that detect the presence of natural resources of other kinds. 

According to my sources, the FARC contracted Asian businesses to explore the 

possibility of mining uranium in the area. In sum, the goal of enlarging their 

                                                 
159 El Tiempo, March 1, 2001. 
160 Cambio July 23, 2001, Cambio May 14, 2001, and Semana September 4, 2001. 
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domain led the FARC to undertake a path that would ultimately change the 

character of their organization. 

The AUC 
 

The AUC evolved from the combination of peasant self-defense leagues 

and security forces of the narcotraffickers of the 1980s. Largely because of the 

historical connection of some of these groups with notorious drug lords such as 

Rodriguez Gacha and Pablo Escobar, the AUC resulted in an extensive 

organization with no clear political scope. These were a modern version of the 

medieval mercenary armies who, skilled in the ways of violence, protected the 

interests of powerful landholders. They protected the territories owned by narcos 

and other large landholders of the Magdalena Medio, because these were subject 

to taxation by the FARC.  In the 1990s, as the fate of the druglords dwindled, the 

paramilitary groups transformed themselves into independent armies in an attempt 

to survive as an organization and continue to provide valuable benefits to its 

members.  

At the outset, the FARC actually protected the drug labs in the Magdalena 

Medio region, but the relationship between them and the narcos begun to 

deteriorate in 1984 when two FARC commandos raided one of the labs that they 

were supposed to protect, stealing all the coca, weaponry and cash that they could 

find. Moreover, the deepened involvement of the FARC in drug production 
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alerted the narcos regarding the intentions of the FARC161. Finally the narcos 

opted to sever the relationship with the FARC, and turned to the small mercenary 

armies that would become the paramilitaries for further help.  The paramilitaries 

overtook the protection of the coca labs, and oversaw the business of the narcos as 

these became progressively more concerned about escaping the law when the 

governments of Presidents Barco and Gaviria stepped up their fight against 

narcotrafficking.  Hence, the paramilitary violence was an instrument to regulate 

an illegal business that is obviously outside of the realm of the state. 

Gacha’s death and the annihilation of the large cartels of Cali and 

Medellin in the early 90s, forced the paramilitary to find other means to support 

their expanding organizations. They resolved to deepen their involvement in the 

drug production and trade, but they also become progressively more involved in 

the protection business, extracting a substantial part of their financial resources 

from large and small landowners. Recent actions of the AUC suggest that the 

paramilitary are progressively more interested in oil162; however, it is yet unclear 

how this natural resource will impact the organization or how it could 

commercialize such substance. 

                                                 
161 Maria Jimena Duzan wrote “According to Tomkins [a British mercenary contracted by Gacha] 
Ridriguez Gacha wanted to stop all guerilla activities because the guerrilla were competing with 
him for the control of cocaine exports” (Duzan, 94:137). 
162 An article in El Tiempo (November 13, 2001) stated that the AUC, displaced along the 
pipeline (which goes through the property of the landed elites) is perforating parts of the tube and 
stealing quantities of oil that have reached up to 5 million dollars per month! 
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According to military analyst Javier Torres, the presence of the 

paramilitary is actually requested by the inhabitants of areas where the guerrillas 

have recently made presence. However, these same landowners also became 

intolerant of the presence of the AUC once this organization succeeds in taking 

the area from the guerrillas and impose their own “taxes” and rules through 

violence. Similarly to what occurred with the ELN and the FARC, those that are 

first willing to pay taxes in exchange for law and order become progressively less 

willing to pay if the pseudo-government does not also engender support in the 

population and support for its action.  If these organizations fail to deliver, the 

population will rebel and high levels of coercion need to be used to force the 

population to continue to contribute and obey.  Finally, the AUC also seem to be a 

temporary and scarcely adequate substitute for the state in rural Colombia.  

 In conclusion, both the AUC and the FARC were born largely as self-

defense forces. They grew because the government was unwilling or unable to 

protect its citizens. While the groups that today form the AUC assumed 

immediately the role of a mercenary army with a secure income that did not 

require the development of politico-ideological motivations to fight, the FARC 

and the ELN born in the ideological context of the 60 and depending on the 

meager contributions of the peasants quickly developed an ideological-political 

mission, but became progressively more calculative in their actions as they found 
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more autonomous sources of income in oil and coca.  The result is that these 

groups are free to act so as to satisfy to desires of those that compose them and 

most importantly, to assure the continuation of their existence as organizations in 

time163. 

 

TYPE OF INVESTMENT   
 The fact that an organization is financially capable is not per se a sign that 

such organization is profit oriented. In fact, there are numerous charitable 

organizations that collect considerable sums of money, but are non-profit.  The 

difference between businesses that have a primarily calculative character and 

others resides primarily in the way in which finances are allocated. For example, 

the cash received by the Red Cross is ultimately allocated to those in need. 

Detecting whether a group is motivated by tangible incentives or not requires an 

analysis of how profits are invested.  

In this section of the chapter, I review the way in which subversive 

organizations involved in the Colombian conflict spend their cash (Table 7, 

below). Assuming that the interests of a group can be inferred from its actions, 

one deduces that if groups spend large sums on items different from benefiting 

those that it claims to represent, their character is not emotion-oriented. The 

                                                 
163 Please refer to the following chapter (chapter seven) for a discussion of the incentives of those 
inside of these organizations. 
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common assumption is that insurgent groups such as the Colombian guerrillas are 

emotion-oriented. These organizations are traditionally considered collectivities 

of selfless individuals who fight for the improvement of the conditions of the poor. 

It follows that the expectation is that such groups would redistribute much of their 

profits to the poor164. My data shows that this is not the case in Colombia. In 

reality the guerrilla only donates about .7% of its profits to the poor.  

My interviews support this finding. For example, people that live in the 

demilitarized zone, which has traditionally a FARC stronghold, expected the 

guerilla to build necessary infrastructure so as to facilitate commerce with other 

parts of the country as well as within the area. This may be because the FARC 

fears not being able to reap the benefits of their investment like the Chinese 

warlords described in chapter two. The FARC only built a highway to 

Villavicencio (Meta), a major commercial town in southeastern Colombia, with 

the express purpose of facilitating the flow of supplies to their organization, and 

not necessarily to help the locals165.  The people of the area humorously called the 

superhighway “Transjojoy”, after one of the leaders of this organization. 

                                                 
164 Because these are usually armies, they need to also purchase arms and provisions for 
themselves. 
165 See El Tiempo, May 9, 2000. Furthermore, the highway cuts through four natural parks 
creating environmental damages. The decision undertake this project without regards for 
alternatives is paradoxical if one considers that one of the arguments of the FARC is that 
capitalism produces environmentally unsustainable outcomes.   
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 Contrary to what one would expect, no new schools or hospitals were built 

by the guerrillas in the demilitarized and other areas, and poverty has not 

decreased. To the contrary there is a growing disparity between the inhabitants of 

the five municipalities that constitute the demilitarized zone and the guerrillas. 

According to my interviews and to the testimony before Congress given by a 

group of displaced people in July of 2000, FARC members receive special 

deliveries of foods, even imported products, while there is scarcity of foodstuff 

for the civilians.  Although, the FARC has lowered the prices of land and property 

in the demilitarized zone, this resulted in a mechanism for expropriating the lands 

and homes from their original owners at a lower price, and not a land reform as 

many had hoped.  Most of the displaced persons that I interviewed do not think 

that the guerillas spend money on the poor, but invest principally in purchasing 

arms and in themselves166.   

 Finally, one would expect a large part of the guerrilla income would be 

spent on educating the community on “the revolution” and inciting people’s 

support to achieve what they call the toma de poder (taking power).  But in fact, 

only a fraction of their income is spent for this purpose (even less than what is 

spent on donations). Paradoxically, the FARC spend about ten times as much 

                                                 
166 Interviews with displaced people. See appendix for questionnaire. 
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educating foreigners on its mission then educating their own people167.  My data 

shows that the same can be said for the ELN168. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
167 One may argue that the reason behind this mismatch could be the fact that nationals may 
already be educated, after all the guerrilla has existed in Colombia since the 1960s.  However, my 
data shows that in fact, this is not the case. When questioned, “What do you think the guerrillas 
wants?” people either do not know how to respond or answer, “they want to take power”, but then 
no one knows exactly what this means.  Data presented in the following chapter suggests that 
many guerrillas do not have an answer to this question either.  
168 In a televised town meeting which took place in May of 2000 (when the ELN was attempting 
to rally local public support for an “encounter zone” –zona de encuentro-- similar to the FARC 
demilitarized zone) civilians who lived in the municipalities that were being considered for the 
demilitarization, complained that the ELN had brought much havoc but had not built anything. An 
ex guerrilla from the ELN also confirmed this fact stating that one of the disagreements he had 
with his organization was their lack of productivity in building infrastructure. This same person 
mentioned the example of a shoot out of the ELN and the army, which pushed the guerrillas to 
take over a hospital as they were seeking refuge.  However, once in the hospital the fighting 
continued, despite the presence of ailing civilian. The result was the destruction of the hospital (in 
an area where one hospital served the whole municipality). The problem, according to my 
interviewee, an ex-combatant, was not so much the destruction of the hospital, but the lack of 
willingness or interest on the part of the organization to rebuild it after the destruction occured.   
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Table 7: The Budget of the FARC and the AUC (In US $ of 2000)169 

AGENTS FARC (1999-2000) FARC (1996-1998) AUC (1999-2000) 

DOMESTIC PROSELITISM 75,000.00 50,000.00 NA 

INT.'L PROSELITISM  750,000.00 600,000.00 NA 

DONATIONS  125,000.00 100,000.00 NA 

ARMAMENTS 31,760,000.00 24,500,000.00 10,800,000.00 

EQUIPMENT 7,800,000.00 6,500,000.00 * 

HEALTHCARE 3,378,000.00 500,000.00 * 

LOGISTICS/COMUNICATION 2,685,000.00 1,300,000.00 * 

SALARY NA NA 21,000,000.00 

TOTAL 52,173,000.00 
               
38,200.00 31,800,000.00 

Source: Committee for the Fight Against the Finances of the Subversion   

As the budget above points out, the FARC makes a considerable profit. 

But, what does this guerrilla group do with all the profit it makes?  In truth none 

knows with exactitude what the organization does with this profit; one can think 

of four possible explanations for what the fate of the money is. First, it is possible 

that the insurgents are unsure of what to do with the money. Thus, they save large 

part of it while living their usual lives. This explanation in reality is not different 

from the decision of many OPEC countries to place their profits in North 

American banks while they decided how to finally invest the vast oil profit of the 

                                                 
169 1US$ =2,000 pesos   
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70s170. The insurgents may be simply preparing for harsher days. This option 

would cover the eventualities that the financial resources may dry up, that the 

conflict may escalate requiring a stronger investment in arms, or that the leaders 

may opt to escape and leave the country.  

Second, it is possible that members of the organization and the leadership 

take large sums of money for self-promoting purposes.  These may be partly spent 

for deal making with the authorities or private citizens in exchange for personal 

benefits, for the acquisition of private goods, or for personal bank accounts171. If 

this is the case, then the government may be overestimating the amount that the 

organization receives because in fact, this money may not reach the organization 

at all, despite the existing regulations of the FARC.  

Third, the government may miscalculate some of the expenses that the 

FARC incurs by calculating only the basic needs of combatants.  The guerilla may 

be buying more expensive products than those one would expect.  In other words, 

money may be invested to better the lifestyle of the combatants in various ways: 

supporting the combatant’s family, entertainment, food and liquor, clothing, 

                                                 
170 This resulted in the debt crisis of the early eighties as the American Banks loaned the money to 
South American Countries who eventually defaulted on the payment of the interests. 
171 For example, it is known that when the Farc carries out a road block (in Spanish pesca 
milagrosa), it is able to discern at the site who to kidnap and who to let go on the basis of how full 
their bank account is. The fact that they are able to connect to the Colombian banking system 
suggests that they have informants inside of banks and public institutions 
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lodging and equipment172.  However, it is unlikely that this is the case because 

such expenditures are highly visible, and relatively easy to account for.  

Finally, it is possible that insurgents may, in fact, not be preoccupied 

about the money at all, and may only use it as a symbol of power.  If the strongest 

manifestation of power is the capacity of making another person do what you may 

want them to do, then the extraction of tributes from civilian sources may convey 

such power to the organization. However, this would not explain the interest in 

increasing the profit derived from natural resources. Hence, though the third and 

forth explanations may well partially apply, the first two seem more likely 

preliminary conclusions.     

In fact, my interviewees 173  have indicated that the unspent money is 

invested primarily in the first two ways. The profit is fist laundered in small 

increments either through peasant cooperatives or business fronts, and then it is 

deposited in bank accounts located in safe heavens around the world including 

Panama, the Cayman Islands and perhaps even Switzerland174.    In addition, 

                                                 
172 An example of how widespread the use of portable computers is among members of the Farc is 
provided by the capture of the remains of alias Urrutia, the leader of the Columna Mobil Teofilo 
Forero during the military operation code named “Siete de Agosto” which took place in August of 
2001. The defunct combatant was carrying among other things a laptop in his backpack when his 
column was encircled by fire from the air.  Communication equipment is also used for 
propagandistic reasons around the world. 
173 Data collected from interviews with Police Intelligence Chief, Oscar Naranjo, and interviews 
with ex guerrillas, primarily  
174 I will provide an example to better explain how the money laundering is performed in smaller 
economies. In this case, the Cali cartel was paying the FARC. Law enforcement in Puerto Asis 
noted that several boxes were extracted from the local bank every night for an amount of almost 4 
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sources close to the command structure of the Estado Mayor related to me that 

much of the money is saved in small containers buried underneath the ground and 

moved every so often to prevent any looting. Only the Estado Mayor is aware of 

the movement of these containers. Apart from cash these also enclose other 

valued possessions of the organization, such as historic documents and Bolivar’s 

sword, a gift from Pizarro of the M-19 to Manuel Marulanda, the Supreme 

Commander of the FARC. The personal incentives explanation has also been 

supported by the responses given by my interviewees, but I will postpone the 

discussion about these to the next chapter, which is entirely dedicated to this topic. 

 The data available for the AUC allows for a similar result. Table 8 

indicates that a part of the revenue of the AUC is spent on the payment of the 

members of the organization. Recent police raids have confirmed the suspicion 

that the AUC is involved in money laundering conducted through business fronts 

and even charitable organizations175.   

                                                                                                                                     
million dollars, but the bank accounts in the bank were not missing any funds.   Later it was 
discovered that the boxes loaded with cash had arrived from the city of Florencia by truck that 
morning; however, at the bank in Florencia everything also appeared fine. Revising the transfers 
that had occurred in the previous months, law enforcement discovered that there had been deposits 
from four different (suspicious) firms in Cali into various accounts for a total of 4.2 million 
dollars. It was then deduced that the owner of the bank in collaboration with the Cali Cartel had 
put his clients accounts to the cartels services and then cashed this “extra-money”, kept his own 
payment of .2 million dollars and provided transportation for the same to Puerto Asis.  This 
example gives the reader some intuition for the enormous difficulties that law enforcement 
officials encounter in finding and prosecuting illegal finances.      
175 For example, these include an organization that was directed by a nun. 
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Similar to the case of the guerrillas, who only spend limited amounts on 

providing services for the people they claim to represent, the state’s expenditure 

on public goods has also been more limited than one would assume. The 

following comparative data on Colombia and other countries that also 

experienced intrastate conflicts is instructive. 

 

Table 8: Comparative State Budgets for Education and Health  

 
COUNTRY EDUCATION EDUCATION  HEATLH  HEALTH 

  INITIAL EXP. FINAL EXP.  INITIAL EXP. FINAL EXP 
        (% OF GDP)  (%OF GDP)  (%OF GDP) (%OF GDP) 

 
Colombia  2.97 (1984) 2.73 (1997)  0.68 (1984) 0.78 (1993)  
Nicaragua 3.53 (1980) 9.86 (1990)  4.44 (1980) 9.56 (1990) 
Liberia  4.37 (1985) 2.62 (1988)  1.47 (1985) 1.21 (1988) 
Myanmar  1.89 (1985) 0.92 (1997)  n/a  n/a 

 
Source: Departamento Nacional de Planeacion  

 
Expenditure in education has declined in Colombia during the last fifteen years, 

while the expenditure in healthcare has increased only minimally. Liberia and 

Myanmar exhibited a similar behavior, though expenses in defense increased 

considerably in Myanmar while in Colombia this did not occur. Nicaragua 

exhibits a behavior expected in countries with a leftist government, meaning an 

increase in expenditure for the welfare of the people. Though expenses in defense 

increased during the Sandinista government, expenses in other areas such as 

education and healthcare also increased considerably.  This table suggests that the 
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behavior of the Colombian state is more similar to that of Liberia than to that of 

other countries.  

 The neglect the Colombian state has demonstrated for its citizens is 

evident even through a superficial consideration of the allocation of moneys and 

execution of plans. The Congress and the local governments continue to be arenas 

of waste, while many citizens, especially in the rural areas, still have no basic 

services. A recent anonymous survey of state employees organized by the World 

Bank determined that the Colombian Congress is the most corrupted institution in 

Colombia and that brides are paid in more than 50% of the state bids. The same 

survey also highlighted the fact that large corporations are mostly responsible for 

pursuing illegal avenues to obtain favors from the states in exchange for pay-offs, 

but are rarely punished.  

Between 2000 and 2001, Congress was repeatedly sanctioned by the 

Attorney General for lack of supervision in contractual matters, for not updating 

the inventory, for anomalies in travel vouchers, and for overpaying congressmen 

and their employees176.   Even the School of Public Administration was found 

guilty of having institutionalized corruption as the exams of certain people have 

                                                 
176 Senator Odin from Choco, for example, paid official salaries to individuals that never worked 
in Congress but that had been on his campaign staff before he was elected.  (El Tiempo, June 15, 
2001). Moreover, the Chief of the Budget Office for the Senate was endited for having celebrated 
false contracts that cost the state half a million dollars (El Tiempo, 4 January 2001) while in 
December of 2000 Congress bought sixty computers at double of their original price (El Tiempo, 
13 December, 2000)   
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been falsified to allow them to enter public service177.  Indeed, the economic and 

political elites in Colombia continue to be undifferentiated from one another. 

 The local government seems to be no different. Substantial sums of the 

money reserved for education and health, which are below standard to begin with, 

have been used for the personal expenditures of public officials, such as to 

purchase cars, cellular phones, foodstuff for parties and even floral 

arrangements178.  The local administration of the Department of Arauca, one of 

the poorest departments in Colombia (and, paradoxically, the riches in terms of 

natural resources) resolved that part of the income from oil was to be used to pave 

a road that would connect two principal cities so as to provide a solution to the 

transportation problems in the area.  In 1999, several years after the decision was 

made, the Ministry of Mines and Energy that was in charge of overseeing the 

project had no answer for why little action had been taken to further the project 

despite state moneys had been allocated to it. When state auditors reviewed the 

government accounts, they discovered that irregularities in contracting out the 

project had cost the Department of Arauca more than USD 12,000,000 in just two 

years. 

In conclusion, the FARC and the AUC are not spending their profits on 

bettering the lives of those in need as one would expect, but on securing the 

                                                 
177 Cambio, May 28, 2001 
178 El Tiempo, June 6, 2001 
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financial well-being of their organizations and on ensuring that the personal 

incentives of the members are fulfilled. While this result is surprising in the case 

of subversive groups, it is even more unexpected in the case of a state like the 

Colombian one which many assume to be more developed and effective than most 

others in the region179. 

 

LOCATION OF COMBAT 
 An important variable in determining the interests of an organization is the 

location of combat. Assuming that a group is more interested in controlling 

certain areas rather than others, I expect that a group interested primarily in 

accruing profit should want to control areas that will provide it with profit. 

According to my argument (in chapter two), subversive groups should seek 

control over areas rich in natural resources (i.e., profitable territories), and the 

routes that permit the commercialization of the same (i.e., strategic territories). If 

a correlation between the site of the conflict and strategic and profitable territories 

does in fact exist, I should find that a high percentage of the combat takes place in 

municipalities that are either rich in natural resources, such as coca or opium, gold 

and oil, and precious stones (i.e., profitable territories), and/or in the 

municipalities that are essential for the transportation of such products to the 

                                                 
179 Differently from the majority of the countries in Latin America, Colombia’ s economy has 
been quite stable and comparatively large. 
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market (i.e., strategic territories).    In this section of the chapter, I use the site of 

combat as a proxy for the interest of the opponents. The location of combat 

indicates which territories opponent groups are interested in occupying.   I chose 

to consider the location of combat for two reasons: first, conquering a site 

expresses interest in the sight itself, thus one can correctly assume that if 

organizations fight over a certain territory it is because they are interested in 

controlling it; second, this is a method commonly used by academics and analysts 

in Colombia. My findings support the hypothesis advanced in this chapter –that 

opponents in the Colombian conflict are calculative in character.   

 

The FARC 
 The results indicate that there is a strong correlation between the location 

of conflict and the characteristics of the municipalities in which the conflict 

occurs. Of the 294 reported violent acts in which the FARC was involved during 

the 96-98 period180, 51% took place in municipalities where either coca or opium 

were present, 37 % took place in municipalities where other natural resources 

were present (profitable territories), and 50% in municipalities that are used for 

the processing and commercialization of these products (i.e., strategic territories). 

                                                 
180 The lack of consistent data for years prior to 1996, renders replicating this exercise an 
impossible task; however, the data available sparks interesting observations. 
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Moreover, 79 % of these violent acts occurred in a municipality that was also 

classified as either a strategic or a profitable territory or both.  Consider this table: 

Table 9: Location of combat  

PERIOD   COCA  STRATEGIC O. NATURAL RELEVANCE  
   OPIUM  TERRITORIES RESOURCES   
 
Before 80   n/a  29%  32%  n/a 
 
85-91   65%  46%  32%  85% 
 
92-95   56%  53%  29%  76% 
 
96-98   51%  50%  37%  79% 
Source: Department of Economics, University of Los Andes 181 
 
The numbers that are underlined indicate an overlap between the municipalities 

where armed violence was intense during the periods specified in the table and 

where natural resources or territories used for their transportation are present 

today.  This suggests the existence of a historical correlation between the presence 

of the FARC and the exploitation of natural resources, particularly drugs.  The 

data also shows that the conflict has recently intensified in strategic areas, as these 

have become progressively more violent182.  Such development suggests that the 

FARC may be attempting to gain access to strategic territories while maintaining 

their traditional control over territories rich in coca and opium.  The table also 

indicates that violence involving the FARC in municipalities rich in other natural 

                                                 
181See Ch. 3 pp. 26-27 and footnote 7 on p. 27 for further explanation on data collection.   
182 There were violent acts involving the FARC in only 29% of these before 1980, 46% in the late 
80s and 53% in the early 90s.  
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resources such as gold or petroleum is increasing.  This result alerts that the 

FARC may be interested in expanding to areas that have traditionally been under 

the influence of the ELN, such as the departments of Arauca, Norte de Santander, 

and Bolivar. 

 Traditional theories in comparative politics regard grievances such as 

poverty and inequality as the causes of conflict. If grievance were (still) the 

primary cause of conflict, one should find that guerrillas are most active in 

municipalities with lower incomes or greater inequality because the inhabitants of 

these areas are assumed to be the natural base of support for insurgencies.  

Assuming that good indicators of poverty and inequality are the index of unmet 

basic needs (in Spanish NBI) and the gini coefficient, one could calculate the 

relationship between poverty and inequality, and the presence of the guerrillas.  

I found no NBI at the municipal level. I could have used the average of the 

NBI at the department level for all of the municipalities in a given department, but, 

given the socio-economic differences within each department, this would have 

produced logically erroneous and imprecise results. I have found gini coefficients 

for the municipal level since 1992. These have been calculated at the Department 

of Economics of the University of Los Andes by using land distribution ratios 

within these municipalities. The data suggests that the FARC has been most 

active not in municipalities with either a high or low gini coefficient, but in those 
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with an intermediate coefficient (.33 to .66).  Interestingly, these results reflect 

those of a study on crime conducted at the University of the Andes (Sanchez, 

2000) where it was fund that crime related to narcotrafficking tends to occur in 

environments of moderate economic income and not among the poorest or richest.  

Finally, traditional theories that relate violence to inequality are not supported by 

my data.   

 

The ELN 
I used the same tools to calculate the correlation between the location of 

combat and profitable and strategic territories for the ELN. The results for this 

organization are similar to those of the FARC.  The only difference is that 

municipalities with natural resources such as oil and mines appear to be more 

appealing for the ELN than those with coca and opium –though these are 

important too. In the period 96-98, 41% of the municipalities that experienced 

frequent episodes of violence in which the ELN was involved also had coca 

cultivations; 47% of these had other kinds of natural resources such as oil and 

stones, and 46% were strategic territories. Altogether, 78% of the municipalities 

that experienced high levels of violence had either coca, other natural resources or 

were strategic territories, which is a similar result to that obtained for the FARC.   
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 Data regarding the correlation between inequality and high levels of 

violence, and the isolation from the state is also consistent with what I have found 

above in that 86% of the municipalities that experienced multiple attacks by the 

ELN also had an extremely low presence of the state.  Moreover, the level of 

violence dropped rather quickly even with a moderate presence of the state, so 

that only 10% of the highly attacked municipalities have a moderate presence of 

the state. 

 

The AUC 
 The only data available (to me) for the AUC is that which I have derived 

from journalistic sources and from the materials obtained from the Committee for 

the Fight Against the Finances of Subversive Organizations183. This data also 

indicates that the AUC is interested in extending its control into specific areas – 

profitable or strategic territories. Below, I briefly review the areas characterized 

by violent actions in which the AUC participates. 

 The zone where the AUC has been most active and successful are the 

areas of Cordoba and Uraba, where this organization defeated the EPL in the early 

nineties and established its headquarters. This is a strategic territory in that it is 

the access point to Panama, one of the corridors through which arms and drugs 

                                                 
183 I was not able to obtain the data for the AUC according to municipality 
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are smuggled to and from the United States and Central America respectively.  

The FARC also had a substantial presence in this area but was forced to retreat 

from it in 1998 due to the increased presence of the AUC. 

 The South of Bolivar184 and eastern part of Antioquia were traditional 

ELN strongholds, but the action of the AUC has all but eradicated the presence of 

this organization from these areas and forced it to undertake a westerly expansion 

toward Arauca. This contested territory is “profitable” in that is one of the richest 

in natural resources. Southern Bolivar has extended coca cultivations as well as 

gold185 and other valued minerals such as oil. The ELN has attempted to establish 

a demilitarized zone similar to that of the FARC in this area, but to no avail. 

 South of Cesar and Santander are primarily strategic territories. These 

connect the area already under paramilitary influence to the Department of 

Arauca and Norte de Santander where large oil production exists. Furthermore, 

the municipalities of Puerto Wilches and Barrancabermeja, where the AUC is 

confronting the ELN and the FARC united in a joint effort, are the home of the 

largest refineries in Colombia. 

 Arauca and Norte de Santander are both profitable and strategic territories. 

These are areas where all three organizations (the FARC and ELN with 

intermittent alliances) compete for the control over the impressive cultivations of 
                                                 
184 This area together with parts of Cesar make up the region of Magdalena Medio, which I often 
refer as I present my data. 
185 About 50% of the gold produces in Colombia comes from these mines 
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coca in the Catatumbo region (in Norte de Santander) and oil in Arauca. These are 

also strategic territories in that they are passageways to Venezuela where groups 

can enjoy safe havens and from where they can receive goods and precursor 

chemicals.    

 The regions of Guaviare, Caqueta and Putumayo are profitable territories 

for this organization in that they are replete with coca fields. The AUC competes 

primarily with the FARC for the control of these areas. It is here most that the 

opponents approximate two firms fighting for market share.  The presence of 

paramilitaries in guerrilla-controlled coca producing regions diminishes the price 

of coca in these regions because buyers cannot evacuate the product while the 

violence is undergoing and peasants cannot cultivate their fields. The result is that 

the price of coca drops in certain municipalities within these regions while it 

increases in others186.   

 Finally, Cauca and Valle are “strategic” territories. The municipality of 

Buenaventura in Cauca is the only port on the Pacific cost, and it provides 

                                                 
186 To verify if the intent of the AUC is to damage business for its most vehement opponents, I 
attempted to analyze the movement in the price of coca in the region at the times where violence 
increases. However, the fact that the data on coca prices (which I obtained from the DEA section 
of the American Embassy in Bogota) is organized according to departments and mot 
municipalities does not allow for the verification of this hypothesis. I found the recourse of asking 
the intelligence section of the DEA if they had found any evidence that would support my 
hypothesis, and they responded negatively (i.e., they did not perceive that the interest of the AUC 
was to damage the FARC’s business). But, when I asked an ex-guerrilla who was also involved 
with coca production whether prices drop during periods of intense violence he responded that 
they certainly do, which supports the hypothesis presented above. Furthermore, Levitt (2000) 
found that such “business” practice was also employed by rival gangs in North American inner 
cities.  
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subversive organizations with access to the Pacific Ocean for trading in arms and 

drugs. The diffusion of the opium cultivation in the departments of Huila and 

Tolima at the eastern border of Cauca and Valle has increased the importance of 

the access to the Pacific route. Buenaventura has been one of the bloodiest 

battlegrounds between the FARC and the AUC, and the Departments of Tolima 

and Huile are the sites of an increasing number of violent actions.  

In sum, there appears to be a strong correlation between the location of the 

guerrilla attacks and profitable and strategic territories. Subversive organizations 

are interested in controlling these territories over other areas such as those where 

these organizations could expect the population to offer greater support, or, 

conversely, those that could offer strategic access to the cities for mounting an 

offensive. The choice of the location of combat in profitable and strategic 

territories support the thesis that subversive groups in Colombia are profit-

oriented (calculative) and not driven by the objective of fighting for the well 

being of those they claim to represent. 
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CHAPTER  SIX 

The Ambiguous Motivations for Fighting 

 

“Muchas veces, uno se va porque es el camino mas facil y la vida es dura. 
En la guerrilla te dan todo”187 

“Jack” (alias), an ex-guerrilla member 
 
 

 
 

   
In this chapter I infer the character of a group by considering what 

motivates individuals to join, remain, and leave their organization. This chapter is 

a fundamental part of my dissertation because it discusses the mechanism that 

links the actions of an organization as a group (which I examined in chapter five) 

to its character by analyzing the choices of the individual members and 

environment within which they act.  My objective is to gauge the extent to which 

individuals are committed to the pursuit of social change and justice relative to 

the achievement of tangible benefits. 

In the preceding chapter I deduced the character of groups from the “big 

picture” (group-level analysis), by looking at the financial capacity of opponents, 

the type of investment they chose to make, and the characteristics of the 

                                                 
187 “Often one joins because it is the easiest thing to do, and life is hard. In the guerrilla they give 
you everything” 
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municipalities where they are present. Here, I do the opposite. I induce the 

character of the group by analyzing the prevalent incentives of the individuals that 

form it.  Most importantly, I link the “macro” to the “micro” levels of analysis.  

The availability of large sums of money, the low levels of unit cohesion (i.e., lack 

of inspirational leadership), and the autonomous origin of financial resources (i.e., 

drugs, kidnapping, robbery), promotes the satisfaction of personal goals (tangible 

benefits). The presence of these factors not only differentiates certain 

organizations from the traditional concept of insurgencies, but ultimately define 

the character of an organization as primarily “calculative” versus emotion-

oriented. 

Calculative groups are not different from gangs, which I defined in the 

introduction as groups with at least a minimum degree of ideology or 

organizational culture, but that continue to exist for the satisfaction of its 

members. I underline that while all groups can be expected to have some 

calculative and normative dimension, in certain groups the calculative dimension 

is predominant while in others the normative one is. According to my argument 

the former ones are those that have access to natural resources because they 

provide high financial capacity to the group.  

The level of unit cohesion (intervening variable) in the organization 

conditions the relationship between the financial capacity and the character of the 
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group. When self-promoting motivations are not restrained by unit cohesion, then 

economic and socio-psychological incentives tend to prevail.  However, the fact 

that unit cohesion is also affected independently by the groups’ financial capacity, 

its effect on the character of the group is likely to move according to the financial 

capacity. Indeed, groups that have a high financial capacity will likely also have 

low unit cohesion.   

I argue that the financial capacity of the organization can facilitate or 

hinder the level of unit cohesion by affecting the factors that produce unit 

cohesion: 1) the level of individual emotional commitment to the organization’s 

objectives; 2) the presence of committed leadership; 3) the existence of an 

inspirational environment188. The level of unit cohesion is roughly proportional to 

the strength of these factors.   

In Chapter two, I discussed the motivations that “push” and “pull” 

individuals to join gangs. According to gang theory, there are numerous 

incentives that induce people to join a group.  The predominance of certain 

motivations vs. others is an important factor in understanding the character of a 

group.  The reason why motivations influence the character of a group in 

opposing directions (normative vs. calculative) is that people who are interested in 

improving their lifestyle will be prone to be part of groups that enable them to 

                                                 
188 The intensity of fighting which also affects unit cohesion (i.e., the more intense the fighting, 
the greater unit cohesion) will be considered in the following chapter. 
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reach tangible personal benefits.  At the same time, the organization will use 

tangible incentives (economic and socio-psychological) as a recruiting mechanism 

rather than non-tangible or ideological ones, which would require deeper moral 

motivations and convictions on the part of the joining members.  The ability to 

offer material tangible incentives is positive for the organization in the short term 

because it enables it to recruit a large number of people –and perhaps people that 

may be good combatants or cunning financiers; but tangible incentives may turn 

out to be a double edge sword because they promote self-interested participants 

and self-serving behaviors.  

In Chapter two I argued that while members may be predominantly 

motivated by personal considerations when they join an organization, the 

expectation is that politico-ideological motivations acquire importance for 

individuals once these have joined.   This is expected to be particularly true for 

organizations that claim to fight for the pursuit of an ideological goal and for the 

promotion of a social cause that the benefits those at the bottom, such as in the 

case of the Colombian guerrillas.   

Interestingly, my data reveals that guerrillas neither tend to enter the 

organization with high ideals, nor to develop a commitment to these after joining.  

In fact, members are motivated to join primarily for material and other “selfish” 

reasons such as personal empowerment, though an underlying sense of collective 
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grievance for their condition is also present. Furthermore, once in the 

organization, individuals do not internalize the objectives and norms of their 

organization, and live in an environment that only partially supports unit 

cohesion. Finally, and most importantly, the non-committed behavior of the 

leadership promotes suspicion and competition between members, and not an 

emotional attachment to further social justice.  

This chapter is divided into two parts. In the first one, I show that self-

promoting motivations for joining increase the likelihood of the development of a 

calculative character (profit seeking). In the second part, I show that the lower the 

level of unit cohesion in an organization, the more likely it is that the character of 

the group is calculative189 (profit-oriented) vs. normative. When leaders do not 

instill in the members an emotional commitment to the rules and objectives of the 

organization, and the leaders themselves fail to follow such rules, the organization 

loses its moral standard and simply becomes a means for a number of people to 

fulfill personal aspirations. The social objective of an insurgent organization is in 

effect, lost. 

  The results presented in this chapter refer primarily to the guerrillas190. In 

my original research design I planned on obtaining similar data for all of the 

organizations under consideration in this dissertation, but circumstances in the 
                                                 
189 The hypothesis that is being tested is that presented in part one of the dissertation (chapter 
three) as part of the dissertation on the individual incentives for joining an organization or gang.  
190 See Chapter three for an explanation of the research design. 
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field have prevented me from interviewing the paramilitaries, and I was only able 

to hold informal conversations with army personnel191.  Fortunately though, open 

sources often report on these groups. In this case interviews conducted by fearless 

journalists, books and articles have to serve as adequate substitutes to my 

instrument. Thus, though the following discussion can only apply to the guerrillas 

(with only sporadic and mostly secondary references to other groups), one should 

keep in mind that similar factors are at play in other groups as well. In the section 

below, I present the results of my fieldwork, which considers what most strongly 

induce individuals to join violent groups. Later on in the chapter (in the following 

section), I will reveal my findings regarding unit cohesion; that is, the level of 

individual commitment to the organization, the presence of an inspirational 

leadership, and the existence of a motivational environment.   

 

REASONS FOR JOINING 
 The hypothesis that I test in this section is that the greater people are 

motivated to join an organization to improve their lifestyle (i.e., tangible personal 

benefits), the more likely it is that the organization has a “calculative” or profit-

                                                 
191 After having reviewed my questionnaire, the military simply denied my request to conduct 
interviews with officers at the Escuela Superior de Guerra in Bogota. However, I have been able to 
speak to selected members of the military that I have met prior to and during my stay in Colombia. 
I will use the information provided by them as an informal reference. I did not feel confortable and 
safe enough to interview paramilitaries  
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oriented character. Based upon the responses of political refugees, ex guerrillas 

and farmers, it appears that profit and arms are the incentives that most induce 

individuals to join.  The young age of the recruits combined with a lack of 

political formation and concientization of the same are the main explanation for 

these findings. In chapter two, I divided the motivations that may induce 

individuals to join in four main groups: 1) a defiant personality; 2) the satisfaction 

of material goals  (i.e., profit); 3) the achievement of a sense of empowerment 

(i.e., access to women, arms, and vengeance), the possibility of protection, and a 

sense of belonging; 4) the expectation of making a positive contribution for their 

community. According to my argument only the latter supports the development 

of a group’s normative character. The second and the third kinds of motivations 

“tangible personal benefits”, promote a self-serving environment that coincided 

with a calculative character.   

I noted a great difference between the motivation of individuals that had 

received higher education or were socialized in politically active environments, 

and those –in the majority-- who had little or no education. For the first group 

joining was a moral requirement, the product of their environment or of an 

individual’s personality. The second group was recruited in bars, fields and in 

rural schools often through tangible personal incentives (Q.7, 16). These revealed 

very little or no understanding of the insurgency as a political force competing 
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with others, for a different and more socially progressive vision of government in 

Colombia.  

Perhaps one should consider Tarrow’s theory of “human connectivity”192 

to understand why certain individuals are motivated by emotion and others are 

more motivated by the pursuit of tangible benefits. According to Tarrow, 

collective action can be explained by the close interaction of people in the 

community. Indeed, it seems that the closeness of the family environment is an 

important factor in stimulating certain individuals to join. Individuals that are 

born into families that are politically active seem more prone to join guerrilla 

groups for politico-ideological reasons.  

 

Defiance 
 According to gang theory, one of the most fundamental characteristics of 

the individuals that join a gang is their exuberant defiance.  Members are 

generally independent; they are competitive, mistrustful and self-reliant and have 

low levels of attachment to others.  My findings corroborate the hypothesis that 

the guerrillas are mostly defiant individuals. The importance of this observation is 

in the fact that defiance will continue to be predominant in the organization, if 

members are untrained to develop a commitment to the organization (i.e., if 

                                                 
192 Refer to chapter 1 for a discussion of the theory 
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cohesion is low). As I mentioned in chapter two, while defiance and other socio-

psychological characteristics of members may be negative for the organization as 

a whole, if untamed, they are also necessary for a military organization to exist 

and perform well in the battlefield.  

 The literature on gangs suggests that one important way to test whether an 

individual is defiant is to look at his/her relationship with the family (Q. 11 and 

12)193. A defiant individual is expected to have a challenging relationship with his 

family because he typically does not accept following the rules imposed by 

parents. Nearly all of my interviewees responded that they had a poor relationship 

with their family. Many said that they were complex, very independent and 

anticonformist children as they were growing up. A number of them lost their 

parents when they were quite young and never accepted having to live with 

members of their extended family; others fled from home. An informant said that 

he loved his parents, but there was little communication between him and them: “I 

felt that my parents were like an obstacle for me”. 

 The answers of the women guerrilla further emphasized this personality 

trait. The women’s description of how and why they joined the guerrillas were 

similar and revealed their unwillingness of being “trapped” in a society that did 

not allow them the freedom that they required. Joining the guerrilla appeared to be 

                                                 
193 Please refer to chapter three for a discussion on this issue. 
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the only escape from the conservative environment of the Colombian countryside. 

   

 The main reason for which the number of defiant individuals may be 

greater in the countryside than in the city is the socio-economic environment 

created by coca.  Many view the coca economy as the main culprit for the 

defiance of those who grow up in the rural areas of Colombia. According to a 

PLANTE employee (a governmental organization that oversees alternative 

development programs), the social fabric of the Guayabero region where much of 

the coca grows has vanished because of the sudden influx of large amounts of 

cash. This stimulates the development of businesses that consumes the money but 

leave no economic well-being in return. “Families no longer hold together, 

prostitution is diffused and children grow up alone” –he stated.  Confirming this 

observation, Jaime Jaramillo (1989) denounced that the coca economy of Caqueta, 

another coca growing region, enables children to become adults early on because 

they can earn high profits in coca-related businesses and they have little parental 

control. According to Jaramillo, the serendipitous presence of cash engendered a 

dangerous loss of values in the family, and this created a syndrome of apathy and 

distrust in children which would later be transformed in aggression and lack of 

personal initiative  (Jaime Jaramillo,1989).  Indeed, these symptoms are in line 

with those of defiant individuals.  
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 Mr. Jose, a community leader in the rural area of San Jose del Guaviare, 

underlined in an interview that he dedicated all of his life to being a moral 

example so as to prevent his children from joining the guerrilla. Like Mr. Jose, 

numerous others that I encountered in the countryside, are convinced that there is 

a relationship between the incentives shaped by the environment in which people 

live, and their choices in life. An environment that requires children to fend for 

themselves, to desire and to necessitate money will lead them to seek material 

goods and distrust others. In other words, locals seem to indicate that defiant 

individuals tend to be self-serving.  

 

Tangible material benefits: economic incentives 
 According to my argument, economic incentives strongly motivate 

individuals to join the guerrillas.  In this dissertation economic motivations are 

understood in a broad sense, and not exclusively as cash. They include the receipt 

of material goods in exchange for participation, as well as side payments and 

pecuniary advantages (i.e., profit). To understand the relevance of cash and 

material goods at the individual level, I sought to determine if members were 

employed at the time they joined (Q. 3), what sort of employment was available in 

the town where they lived (Q. 1), if the guerrillas paid them (Q. 13) or promised 



 267 

to pay them (Q. 16), what they received in exchange for their services (Q.7), and 

what lead them to join the organization (Q. 5 and 6). 

 Questions aimed at assessing the environment from which the 

interviewees come offer a great perspective on their decision making process. I 

found that only a few individuals had a job when they joined the guerrillas (Q.3 

and 4).  While some were working at home, primarily in agriculture, the majority 

had not yet started to work outside of the home (perhaps due to their young age). 

For these in particular the guerrilla seemed an ideal option, because it offered to 

provide for all of their needs in exchange for seemingly easy tasks. In essence, 

one of the interviewees captured the choice of joining the guerrillas with these 

words: “Often one goes because it is the path of least resistance, and life is hard. 

In the guerrilla they give you everything.”  The guerrilla provides an easy option 

(relative the alternatives) to escape from one’s reality and at the same time to 

assure one’s well-being. The other choices that may be available may be 

perceived to involve harder and longer hours of work for individuals whose 

families had already tried that alternative. 

The environment within which the majority described growing up was one 

of absolute poverty.  One interviewee told me that his mother gave birth to 

fourteen children, but only 5 survived to reach their twenties. There usually was 

employment in the areas where members lived, but often this was extremely 
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unprofitable. The main obstacle to profitable employment in the rural setting was 

the lack of a commercial infrastructure. The absence of a viable water and ground 

transportation system prevented any agricultural and industrial entrepreneurship 

that may otherwise have developed. An informant explained that farmers have to 

pay 10,000 pesos (roughly 5 dollars) to transport their merchandize to market, but 

this may not be sold for more than 8,000 pesos, thus at a loss to the producer. 

In this environment, teenagers who enter the workforce often have to 

choose between working in coca related businesses as raspachines (coca pickers) 

or joining the guerrillas. Many do chose to work as a raspachin because of the 

great profits that such industry affords; however, often the unpredictable nature of 

the coca economy leads them to move on to the guerrillas. The fluctuation of the 

prices of the illegal crop together with the increased counternarcotics effort on the 

part of the Colombian government (backed by the United States) renders that 

employment uncertain. One of my interviewees told me that coca does allow 

peasants to live well, but the income is usually spent on purchasing consumer 

goods at inflated prices, leaving those that work in that industry as poor as they 

were when they got in it, but with a few electronics --in a place where power 

outages occur every time that it rains. Because the guerrillas control much of the 

coca production (and now largely establish the price of this good), there is an 

overlap between the two employers. Indeed, such overlap may offer raspachines 
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the possibility to become involved with the guerrillas while possibly remaining in 

the coca business. This is also the case for paramilitary groups. In fact, the AUC 

has allegedly already recruited raspachines in an area called La Gabarra in 

Northeastern Colombia to work in their fields.   

When I asked my interviewees to choose among several factors that which 

most strongly motivates individuals to join the guerrillas (Q. 5 and 6), seven out 

of fifteen informants mentioned that people join because the guerrillas are a good 

source of employment, eight mentioned the access to women and arms, and five 

mentioned the need to protect themselves. Only two mentioned ideals or 

revolutionary ideology and the “need to belong” as strong motivators to join the 

guerrillas. Already in the 80s, Maria Jimena Duzan, a journalist for the 

Colombian newspaper El Espectador, summed up her considerations regarding 

the younger members of the M-19 as follows: 

 

 “He [the M-19 guide] gave me the impression that he had gotten involved 
more to have a job than because he believed in revolution. He knew vastly 
more about contraband and stealing than he did about Marxism” (Duzan, 
1994:9)  

 

Those that mentioned “ideals” as a reason for joining the guerrillas 

belonged primarily to urban low middle class families. They had acquired and 

developed a political discourse usually from parents who had participated in 

leftist political organizations themselves. In these cases, the main reason for 
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joining the guerrillas was not economic, but politico-ideological (i.e., moral 

conviction). The answers of these two informants resembled that of an older 

generation of guerrillas, some of whom I also interviewed. The older guerrillas 

had been (university) students inspired by the revolutionary ideals of the sixties. 

Their choice of joining one or another guerrilla group was a mixture of rational 

conviction of their moral duty and the overwhelming enthusiasm of creating a 

new Colombia (as one of them explained).  This preliminary finding suggests that 

the levels of education and political formation of the recruits are important factors 

in determining the motivations for fighting194.   

From my interviews it appeared very clearly that there were differences 

between those who had considerably less access to tangible material benefits 

guerrilleros razos, low-level guerrillas, and those who had advanced within the 

hierarchy of their organizations. Material incentives for the lower ranking 

guerrillas, which constituted the bulk of my interviewees, were more often 

necessities rather than luxuries. My interviewees mostly received food, clothing 

and the like.  An ex-guerrilla in the ELN told me: “I had all that I needed. The 

food was excellent”. Another ex-guerrilla described life in general in the guerrilla 

                                                 
194 It is important to mention that the political formation of the “older generation” of guerrillas 
took place during the sixties when the ideals of justice and equality, and the influence of 
communism were prominent. Such teachings found an attentive audience particularly in countries 
like Colombia where inequality and injustice based on social class are widespread.  
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as the “good life” in contrast to the “hard life”, which the 18 days of combat per 

year constitute.  

The guerrilla does not usually pay cash to its rank and file though it often 

promises cash to its recruits so a number do join for that reason; however, cash as 

an incentive is superfluous in the mountains where most members live and 

operate. “Money is not needed there”, exclaimed an informant as he explained to 

me the relative value of cash for someone in his position.  Besides having access 

to anything that they needed, a few interviewees mentioned the promise of a cash 

award for their families as an important factor for joining the organization. In fact, 

family members often (but not always) receive compensation. A displaced person 

from Barranquilla whose husband became a member of the FARC broke down the 

amounts of money she received from his organization according to type of 

expense195. However others complained: “They told me that my family was going 

to be okay, but this was a lie”. 

Only one of my interviewees told me that she acquired much profit as a 

lower ranking guerrilla during her years in the organization. This individual 

joined because she perceived it as a unique opportunity to leave her native land, 

and the future that she expected to have there. In other words, her membership 

was entirely instrumental. Because her duties involved collecting tributes imposed 

                                                 
195The respondent received 40.00 USD per child and about 150.00 USD for herself, plus enough 
money to pay for room and board.  
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by her organization she had numerous opportunities to retain some of the cash 

that she was given as well as the money that peasants would offer her to ensure 

her goodwill. As a result of a few years of collecting money and saving it, she was 

able to purchase an apartment for her parents in the town and away from the 

remote areas where they used to live.  

This seems to be customary for the middle ranking members or 

commanders (mandos medios in Spanish) who are generally in charge of 

collecting tributes and overseeing the accumulation of profit for the organization. 

This finding supports the concept of principal agent theory discussed in chapter 

two. According to this concept those who occupy a higher position in the 

organization have different incentives than others because their position grants 

them the opportunity to augment their profit, instead those who occupy lower 

positions always make the same amount of money (i.e., their wage) or in this case 

their livelihood. In the same way higher or middle-ranking commanders are in a 

position to increase their “earnings” by engaging in behaviors similar to my 

interviewee.   

For example, Emilde Buitrago, alias “Julian Cabir” who was the 

commander of the front called Columna Mobil Teofilo Forero 196 , fled the 

demilitarized zone in Southern Colombia with the local beauty queen, and about 3 

                                                 
196 This is an elite unit of the FARC to which only selected members and the best combatants 
have access. 
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million dollars, cash that he had collected from extortion, kidnapping and drug 

related profits that were supposed to go to the FARC. Like Julian, there are many. 

Oscar Naranjo, the chief of Intelligence of the Colombian Police, told me that 

some of the best intelligence the police has on the FARC originates from the very 

traitors who leave with a bundle of money, but fearful of the persecution of their 

own organization, opt to turn themselves in to the police or the army. These are 

usually medium ranking commanders, or commanders of fronts who carry the 

rather large sums of money that they collect.   

Finally, individual members strive to gain the ranks that would allow them 

to enjoy the material benefits that their commanders enjoy.  Most respondents 

says that the primary reason for which they remained in their organization for as 

long as they did was their hope to be promoted to a higher rank in the future (Q. 

38)197.    

Additional proof that individuals join subversive organization at least 

partially for the economic benefits they derive from them, is that many guerrillas 

are defecting to the paramilitaries explicitly because these offer more money.  

 

“With cash incentives the AUC lured more than 40 former guerrillas, who 
guided the AUC patrols through eastern neighborhoods [in 

                                                 
197 For research on this issue consult Levitt (2000). According to Levitt’s thesis, members decide 
to exit gangs (in the United States) when they perceive that they will not “make it to the top”.  
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Barrancabermeja, which are controlled by the guerrillas].” Washington 
Post, April 17 2001.  

 
 

According to the same article, police intelligence reports sustain that the AUC 

managed to also recruit the commanders of the urban militia (of the guerrillas), 

who are arguably the more politically formed and emotionally attached to the 

organization.  To counteract the success of the AUC, the FARC is also heavily 

recruiting in the area. For example, Yolanda Becerra, the director of a women’s 

group in a blue-collar barrio of Barrancabermenja said that guerrillas are offering 

sign-up bonuses of up to USD 250.00198.  Barrancabermeja is a microcosm of the 

recruiting war between the FARC and the AUC, but the entire northwest of 

Colombia has experienced these divisive business offers for the last five years.   

An interesting hypothesis to consider would be if the increased 

involvement of the AUC in the conflict has caused the FARC to become more 

concerned about profit and material benefits for its members just to keep up with 

its acerbic opponent in and out of the battlefield. My data suggests that this may 

be the case, however, it seems likely that the FARC would have moved in that 

direction anyway. 

Already in the 1980s, Maria Duzan, a reporter for El Espectador wrote:  

                                                 
198 El Tiempo, January 4 2001 
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“Taking advantage of the truce, I went to see Arenas in September 1986 at 
his guerrilla headquarters known as Casa Verde in an area called La Uribe 
on the eastern rib of the mountains. (…) Casa Verde was more like a 
country club than a guerrilla headquarters… FARC had established an 
elaborate infrastructure in its thirty years of existence. The camp had solar 
energy panels, the commanders were bivouacked in cement buildings, and 
the troops slept in large field tents…In their comfortable homes the 
guerrilla’s chieftains entertained their guests with extravagant pleasures 
hauled into the camp by mule trains from Bogota. They reminded me of 
the feudal Colombian landowners at the turn of the century who imported 
grand pianos from Paris and shipped them all the way up the Magdalena 
River. In this case, the mule trains were trekking across the entire eastern 
mountain range” .(Duzan, 1994:62) 

 

Though Casa Verde was destroyed in the attack that ended the cease-fire between 

the FARC and the government of Cesar Gaviria in 1991, the FARC and 

particularly its leaders continue to live quite well: 

 “All is for them. They have the most sought after goods: yogurt, snacks, 
the best liqueur  ()… they buy this through the local merchant. They sleep 
in a tent, but the commanders have taken over the Hacienda Santa 
Barbara…they live like kings there” –an informant from the demilitarized 
zone. 

 
 The frustrated tone of the speaker is the result of the fact that the guerrillas have 

all while the local population in many cases does not have enough to survive on 

because the inflation caused by the conflict elevates the prices of items. 

The guerrillas and the paramilitary are not the only ones that respond to 

material incentives. Recently the Washington Post reported that: “The flow from 

the armed forces to the AUC, which offers better pay at every level of than the 

armed forces appears to be accelerating.” For instance, of 30 officers purged in 
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December of 2000, 23 became part of the paramilitary forces.  Further to 

continued allegations of collaboration between the military and the AUC, Human 

Rights Watch found that the AUC paid police and army officers that offered 

collaboration up to USD 3,000 a month. An army officer in an informal 

conversation admitted to me that this type of “paid collaboration” with the 

paramilitaries and also with the guerrillas is present in the “field”, meaning the 

battlefield.  “It is too easy --he said—One do not even have to do anything. 

Sometimes you only have to get to some place five minutes later, or find yourself 

in a different location.”199  

Moreover, there have been cases of officers relieved from their duties 

because of serious wrongdoings. For example, Semana (July, 2000) reported a 

case where six officers of the Colombian Army (only) Aviation Brigade were 

caught while using military helicopters to transport drugs200. Another type of 

complot that occurs is the selling of intelligence information to the adversary. For 

example, on September 5 and 11, 2000 El Tiempo reported that retired Navy 

officers, Navy contractors and a Senator (Vincente Blel) were selling information 

                                                 
199  The US Drug Enforcement Administration, warned that the involvement of the Mexican 
military in drug enforcement duties in Mexico lead to the strengthening of the drug mafia, and not 
to its opposite, as one would expect. This occurred because officers received large sums from drug 
mafia bosses in exchange for their collaboration. (Christian Science Monitor, July 27, 1999)   
200 Interestingly, I had met the ringleader of the group at a conference partially organized by the 
US Embassy in Bogota. LTC John Marulanda was reputed as a distinguished officer and worked 
closely with the US Military Group. Furthermore, he had attended prestigious military schools in 
the United States and was destined for a prominent career, but the lure of money was stronger than 
his commitment to his organization. 
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about the routes of counternarcotic boats for specific days. This allowed narcos to 

avoid being caught by choosing alternate routes. Finally, collaboration between 

individuals of opponent organizations often involves narcotrafficking, but it also 

involves sharing intelligence, and informal non-aggression pacts 201 , which 

functions as local agreements.  

 
 

 

Non-material tangible benefits: arms, women and vengeance (seduction 
trilogy) 

At least seven questions in my questionnaire sought to test the relevance 

of factors such as women and arms, adventure, and the opportunity to seek 

vengeance in joining the guerrillas.  Generally speaking, my interviewees were 

lured by the thought of possessing arms and the opportunity to vindicate the death 

of a family member or a friend, more than by access to women.  The sense of 

empowerment brought by arms scored highly as a recruiting tool and as a reason 

to remain in the organization.  

Arms 
To test the importance of arms, I simply asked respondents if arms are a 

factor that entices people to join (Q.6). Eight people (out of fifteen) mentioned 

arms as an important factor for joining. “Many go for money, many for arms,” 

                                                 
201 This topic will be further discussed in the next chapter. 
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said one of my interviewees. Another joined because the FARC promised him 

that he could have any gun that he wished, and another because he saw fighting as 

a sport.  To explain these attitudes, Mr. Jose, an informant from San Jose del 

Guaviare told me: 

 “Much of the recruitment occurs in bars. The guerrilla sees the kids; they 
buy them a drink or two and allow them to hold a gun. From there to 
saying that they want to join, it’s a split second.” 

 
 

When I asked my interviewees to describe how they felt when they held 

an arm (Q. 11), half of them responded that weapons made them feel powerful 

and a few acknowledged that they missed combat when they had to remain behind. 

Fundamentally, combat was an exciting adventure for most while in the 

organization. Being a guerrilla made them feel powerful and respected in the 

towns where they went, though most interviewees were conscious that people 

feared more than respected them. In fact only four out of eighteen people said that 

the guerrillas were considered important in the town because they were nice to the 

inhabitants and four said that they perceived the guerrillas as heroes while they 

were growing up, hence the “pull” toward the organization (Q. 21,23,24). El 

Tiempo reported the thoughts of a 17 year old that had left the FARC as follows: 
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“In La Uribe, where he lived before he joined the organization, he saw 
armed guerrillas and thought that being a guerrillero, armed and popular, 
had to be fun. And he left for war”202.  

 
 
 

The substantial attraction to arms is at the same time expected and 

disturbing. It is expected because it makes sense that the guerrillas would use 

arms, as a recruitment tool in that the primary task of its members is to use force 

to achieve desired outcomes in and outside of the battlefield. The appeal of arms 

is especially prominent among teenagers who are also the targeted sector by the 

guerrillas due to their few responsibilities, their adaptability and physical 

condition, and their mental malleability. However, the use of arms as a recruiting 

tool is also disturbing because it facilitates a “selected recruitment” of those 

whose primary interest is in arms and that otherwise have little or no interest in 

participating in the organization. If unchecked or unmodified, even the most 

cohesive and ideologically based organization may become filled with members 

whose incentives and motivations are different from those that characterized its 

founders and thus the original group-oriented spirit of the organization203. An 

interviewee expressed this concept in the following terms: 

                                                 
202 El Tiempo, February 18, 2001 
203 In an interview with Carlos Arango, Jacobo Arenas actually warns of this possibility when 
speaking about the moral and political decomposition of the guerrillero Braulio Herrera (Arango, 
1991:145-146)  
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“In the guerrilla lived people that only wanted to fight. This is because 
they did not receive a political formation, and this, in the long run, 
debilitates the organization.” 

 
 

Women 
 

According to gang theory, access to women may be an important factor 

for joining an organization. Many believe that access to women is indeed a strong 

motivation for individuals to became part of the guerrillas: 

“Today’s youth does not have a long life expectancy -says Mr. Jose, my 
informant from Guaviare- not like us. We hoped to live until we reached 
sixty and beyond. Our youth only expect to live up to 25 years of age 
because of the violence that surrounds them. Given this, already when 
they are twelve, they start loving money arms and motorbikes, which are 
all things that help them to attract women”.  

 
For my interviewees, access to women was only a moderately important 

factor for joining the guerrillas, though some admitted that for other people in the 

organization women might be more important than for themselves. Moreover, I 

found that the opportunity to have girlfriends outside of the guerrillas was a 

stronger appeal for recruits than having access to women inside of the 

organization. The reason for this may be that having girlfriends outside of the 

organization, allows members to feel empowered, while sustaining a relationship 

with someone inside of the organization may not provoke the same emotion, since 
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these are their equals (at least in theory). Altogether, I found that my interviewees 

considered their fellows guerrilleras a “pastime” more then an incentive to join.  

 

Vengeance 
My data shows that at least two kinds of vengeance motivate individuals 

to join the guerrillas. The first kind is similar to the concept of vendetta in the 

Mafia, and the second is a sort of feminine rebellion against the conservative 

norms of the countryside. These are “personal wars” in that the individual uses the 

organization as an instrument to address his own grievances, and do not have 

larger social claims204.  

    The environment that members come from is extremely divisive and 

dangerous. For the last thirty years and up to the mid 90s, life in the countryside 

was characterized primarily by engagements between the guerrillas and the army. 

Though the army and the guerrillas both committed abuses that victimized the 

civilian population, these only became systematic since the development of 

paramilitary groups in the mid 90s.   The terror tactics of these groups, which in 

reality is not different from that used by the conservative pajaros during La 

Violencia, has made it almost impossible for civilians to remain “neutral” in the 

conflict.  In an effort to maintain their territory, both sides –the paramilitary and 
                                                 
204 This finding supports the argument presented in Collier (2000) that grievances are an 
important cause of the continuation of conflict, rather than a cause for the outbreak of conflict per 
se. However, Collier (2000) does not distinguish individual from group level motivations. 
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the guerrillas-- attempt to control the loyalties of the inhabitants toward their 

organization205. Violence is often chosen as the mechanism to achieve such end, 

not because it is necessary, but rather because it is extremely effective and not 

costly to the organization in terms of time and effort.  

An in-depth discussion of costs and the choice of violence vs. combat, will 

be undertaken in the next chapter (chapter seven), for now is suffices to say that 

the environment created by the terror used by these bands creates deep 

resentments in the population. The elimination of supposed enemies –i.e., 

civilians that are perceived as being affiliated to “the other side”—often for no 

valid reason, is like a poison to the family who either seeks to leave the area or 

begins to seek revenge206.    In the latter case, individuals tend to join the group 

that is opposed to that which killed or caused harm to their families. These 

vendettas can be mutually enforcing and continue for years. 

Only two ex-guerrillas mentioned vendettas as a motivation for joining 

their organization; however, other data suggests that this is an important factor. It 

is popularly acknowledged that vendettas are an important motivation for the 

                                                 
205 The loyalty of the peasant is essential to any organization involved in guerrilla warfare. That is 
because peasants are informants who can give early warning signs. Furthermore, rural inhabitants 
provide protection and discaise for the insurgence and offer them a social basis of support. 
Without such basis, there cannot be a viable cause.  
206  In many cases, crimes are committed with little or no evidence that the victim actually 
supports an opponent organization. The decisions to attack are in fact, often based on the 
testimony of a townsperson alone, which leads to all sorts of abuses. For example, a member of an 
NGO told me that in his town the paramilitary  informant invented information about all those 
against which he held a grudge.  
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paramilitary. Among these (and those who support them) there are a number of 

individuals who have been subject to abuses committed by the guerrillas. For 

example, Carlos Castano, the supreme commander of the paramilitary, repeatedly 

said that the reason for which he created the paramilitary was to vindicate the 

death of his father at the hands of the FARC.  

The reference to a “feminine rebellion” underscores the fact that a number 

of female informants chose to join the guerrillas as a way to evade the destiny of 

females in the countryside. For example, enchanted early on by the image of a 

guerrillera that confidently traveled the zona bananera (banana producing area), a 

female informant realized that she wanted to have different and more worldly 

experiences from those that her environment could offer, and arranged to join the 

guerrillas.  Another expressed the same feelings. Living in her house turned out to 

be “boring” and monotonous, she said, because she was only allowed to perform 

household duties.  She was enticed into joining the guerrillas by a course that she 

attended in the demilitarized zone. This made her believe that life in the 

organization is adventurous and fun, though reality eventually presented a 

different picture207.  

                                                 
207 Two political refuges from the demilitarized zone actually confirmed the intention of the 
FARC to use the liberation of women as a recruitment tool. The FARC is forcing women to attend 
“courses” on Marxist ideology, but where in fact they learn that they need not be complacent to 
their husbands. According to my interviewee, upon their return home, some women do in fact feel 
insulted by the “machismo” in their homes, and turn around207, which, according to my 
interviewee is the desired outcome 
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The irony is that the guerrillas make women think that once in the 

organization they will be treated as equals. However, though they wear the same 

uniforms as men and they share the same food and camps, women retain many of 

the traditional roles they held as civilians, and they rarely promoted within the 

power structure of the organization. Except for a few in the international front 

who serve as diplomats, there are no high-ranking women in the FARC or ELN. 

In fact, not even one woman is part of the negotiating commission, the “Estado 

Mayor” of the FARC or the “COCE” of the ELN. Paradoxically, the guerrilleras 

candidly admit that they wear bracelets and rings “ to try to make life more 

pleasant and less harsh for our men” (in Arango, 84:20). 

 

Non-material tangible benefits: sense of belonging and protection (salvation) 
 The idea that protection may be an important consideration in joining an 

insurgent group is initially quite counterintuitive. Common sense dictates that life 

is better safeguarded by remaining outside of a conflict rather than by becoming a 

part of it. In my theory chapter, I explained that at the individual level this may 

not always be the case, and argued that in certain situations an individual may join 

violent groups precisely to better protect himself from the surrounding violence. 

To test whether and to what extent members join violent groups to increase their 

potential for survival, I asked respondents how safe they felt upon joining the 
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group (Q. 34), whether the strength of the group they joined was a consideration 

(Q. 35), and more directly, whether safety was a consideration for joining at all 

(Q.6).  One third of my interviewees said that in their opinion people join the 

guerrillas because it is the best form of protection available to them. A number of 

the respondents recounted that at the time in which they joined they felt in danger 

either because they felt susceptible to persecution due their political beliefs, or 

because one or more of their relatives had already been killed, and they feared 

being next. 

  The only interviewees that felt safe were those who lived in areas where 

the power of one group or another was unquestioned; that is, only in areas where 

guerrillas were strongly present or where they were not present at all. Those that 

felt most unsafe lived in areas where clashes between the guerrillas and the army, 

and most often, guerrilla or paramilitary violence were frequent.  Actually, this 

type of answer is not different from that of the political refugees, though these 

chose to escape instead. Perhaps defiance explains why certain individuals reacted 

to fear by joining the guerrillas or, instead, by simply leaving.  

When asked if the group they chose to join was the stronger one in the 

area, 7 out of 10 answered that it was. The rest mentioned other reasons for 

choosing a particular group such as the fact that they had previous contacts with 
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such group or because they liked their rules208.  The need of protection seems to 

be an altogether important factor for joining an organization in a violent 

environment; however, differently from the past (when entire groups of peasants 

turned to violence to protect themselves from the attacks of the military after La 

Violencia), protection is seen as a private good and not a collective good. In other 

words, individuals are fighting for their personal protection and not  to enhance 

the security of their community. 

 

Politico-ideological incentives: ideals, ideology and unit cohesion  

Ideals and Ideology 
The FARC as an organization begun as a peasant response to the military 

attacks on the so-called “Independent Republics” of Southern Tolima, the safe-

heavens of liberal and communist guerrillas during La Violencia209. The fall of 

Marquetalia first, followed by Riochiquito, El Pato and other “Republics”, and the 

travailed escape of the inhabitants south and east, catalyzed the anger and fear of 

these rural inhabitants. The FARC was born with no strict ideological affiliation 

to the Communists, though many of its members had been involved with the 

communist party and other leftist political organizations. As I explained in chapter 
                                                 
208 A few, like Sandra mentioned that they like the group because it gave vacations to combatants 
and Jeff said that he chose the ELN because in his view the FARC has rules that are too rigid.  
209 As I mentioned in the history chapter, a number of important integrants of these organizations 
had been leaders and members of bandit groups who first operated under the liberal party and then 
(1954) became independent and more openly conscious of the social struggle that underlined La 
Violencia and largely explains its ferocious cruelty. 
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four, the educational efforts of student organizations and a socialist lawyer who 

would travel to the countryside to educate and mobilize peasants were 

fundamental in shaping the incentives of the individuals and thus the character of 

the organizations that were formed as normative.  Furthermore, the adoption of 

the Marxist-Leninist ideology conferred to this group cohesion and presented 

them with an objective, the conquest of power in order to bring social justice to 

Colombia.   

  The data that I have collected does not indicate that ideals or ideology 

played a significant role in motivating individuals to join the guerillas today. The 

only members who entered the organization because they were pushed by the 

desire to bring positive changes in Colombia were those with higher degrees of 

education and a deeper political formation. But those are in the minority.  

However, nearly all of the respondents protested against the government’s unjust 

inefficiencies, demonstrating an intuition for the need of social transformation. 

Generally respondents explained that social awareness occurs only after one has 

joined the organization.   A number of interviewees mentioned that ideology 

became progressively more important for members after they had joined the 

group and as they learned more about why they were fighting. A few of them said 

that the guerrillas opened their eyes to the social and economic challenges that the 

lower and rural classes face in Colombian. Virtually all agreed with the ideal of 
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social justice that inspired the founders of the FARC, but ultimately disagreed 

with the way in which the guerrilla is carrying out that ideal today. 

For now, let us conclude that these results suggests that the primary 

reasons for joining and participating in the guerillas are not ideological as it is 

often assumed, but much more mundane. Ultimately, the guerrillas offer teenagers 

and their families a lifestyle that these would not otherwise have, and at the same 

time it provides an outlet for the “inner-wars” that members fight: anger against 

their personal situation, fear of violence, and empowerment.   

 

Unit cohesion: commitment, leadership, and environment 
 

To determine the level of individual commitment in insurgent organization, 

it is necessary to determine the objective and ideology or organizational culture of 

the group in question.  These can be derived from books and articles, public 

statements and interviews that the leaders have given to the media. Having 

knowledge of the organization allows one to gauge the respondents’ politico-

ideological commitment to the organization. In guerrilla organizations, ideology 

defines the scope, objectives and means of the mission to be performed, while in a 

regular army ideological or moral concerns may be used to undertake armed 

action, and motivate the soldiers; but are not strictly necessary because the state is 

assumed to have an innate right to defend itself and its interests.  Ideology then, 
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becomes a necessary tool for organizations outside of the state, which do not 

enjoy the same arguments as the state.  

Historically there has been ideological unity among the thinkers of the 

FARC. By their second conference around 1965, this organization had already 

amplified its vision from that of a band fighting for the survival of its members to 

that of a Marxist insurgency fighting for power for the benefit of the people, in 

Spanish,  “lucha por la toma del poder para el pueblo” (Arango, 84:33-34).  This 

public objective of the FARC has not changed since then.          

 The FARC insists that it will never turn in its arms. In fact, its leadership 

has often criticized groups like the M-19 who have done so in exchange for 

political participation.  An organic part of the guerrilla strategy is the way in 

which the insurgency plans to reach power. Here too the FARC and the ELN 

present a similar view; that is, the expansion from the rural areas to the cities.  

They believe that once at the “doors” of the city, an uprising of the urban poor, 

trained and instructed by the urban militia in previous years, would become the 

final instrument of victory. According to Jacobo Arenas, a revolutionary situation 

is required before urban attacks can be successfully launched. The notion of a 

revolutionary situation where those “at the bottom” will become unwilling to 

further endure the rule of those “at the top” (Arango, 84:39), is the basis of the 

insurgent doctrine. However, it is unclear exactly when this would occur.   In her 



 290 

interview Guillermoprieto asked Jacobo Arenas “When will the revolution finally 

start?” “When the objective and subjective conditions will develop”- responded 

Arenas emotionless. 

This is based upon the fundamental assumption that insurgencies enjoy the 

support of those “at the bottom” 210.  The FARC as represented in the words of 

Arenas, makes it seem that the aim of power has become, through the training of 

its membership and the peasants, also the objective of the rural inhabitants. 

 

“ The peasant forgets and abandons in an instant his small properties and 
of its attachment to property, and gives it all to the revolution”  (Arango, 
91:85.) 

 
 
 

In reality the peasants (today) do not want the FARC to be in power nor 

do its members understand why taking power is the only alternative left to their 

people. I asked the rurally displaced, which opponent they would rather see in 

power. Half of them said that they did not particularly like any of them; nearly the 

other half said that they would prefer the current government, but many 

mentioned that the government needs to be reformed and “cleaned”; only two 

respondents out of the thirty that answered the question said that they would 

prefer the paramilitary or the guerrillas (one each). The general sentiment of the 

                                                 
210 As in Colombia to date, the Red Brigades in Italy never were successful in capturing the hearts 
of the people that they deemed necessary to conduct a revolution. 
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population is enclosed in this comment, which, in one form or another, was often 

repeated: 

 
 

“The paramilitary and the guerrillas do not allow that the government do 
anything [for the people], and the government does not do anything 
anyway”   

 

 
 

However, when I asked the reinserted guerrillas if they believed that the 

civilian population supports the guerrillas, 4 out of 15 said that they fully support 

it, though one person mentioned that at times people are turned off by the 

excessive force that the guerrillas uses in its attacks and by the corruption inside 

of the guerrilla itself. Six people said that civilians support the guerrillas and 

follow their rules only because they have to, and the other 5 gave no answer.  

 When asked if the use of force to reach power is necessary or may be 

excessive, 3 out of 15 said that the use of force was necessary and never excessive, 

four said that the use of force was excessive and the remaining 8 either gave no 

answer or were unsure. However, people in the guerrilla-controlled areas think 

differently about the issue of violence as my informant explains. 

 

“ They only care about the sign of the peso. Power does not interest them 
because if they fought for the people, so that the people would see them as 
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liberators, they would not fight like this; now we are only afraid of them. 
One here is not the owner of what he has”- Mr. Caguan, an inhabitant of 
the demilitarized zone 

 
 

 According to the FARC and Marxist-Leninist thought, the role of the 

insurgencies is to serve as fomenters of the rural and urban insurrection. The way 

in which insurgencies have often chosen (including in other countries) to awaken 

the consciousness of the people is by posing obstacles for the government so as to 

create economic crises. The expectation is that people will become aware of the 

inefficiency and corruption of the government, given its record of repairing any 

damage, and respond by joining the revolution (Arango, 84:40). The FMLN in El 

Salvador used this strategy as well. However, while the strategy failed at bringing 

the government close to financial collapse because the government would re-build 

the destroyed infrastructure (as a means to keep the economy afloat), it did not 

turn the population against the guerrillas. In Colombia quite the opposite is 

occurring. 

Both the ELN and the FARC have attacked electrical power plants and oil 

pipelines, which are state-owned industries in Colombia, but the popular reaction 

continues to be opposite to that which the guerrilla expects. That is, instead of 

partaking in the revolution, people, including the poor, heavily criticize the action 
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of the guerrillas whom they see as the immediate cause of their problems211.  In 

Arauca, for example, the FARC and ELN achieved the significant reduction of the 

local government primary source of income by damaging the oil pipelines, and 

blocking production. Finally, the Department of Arauca went bankrupt and had to 

shut down hospitals and schools.  This has affected primarily the poor in that 

these cannot afford to travel or relocate to obtain necessary services.    

 Indeed, the ideological objective of the Colombian guerrillas, though 

fairly limited to taking power and promoting social justice, has been consistently 

exposed by the thinkers of the FARC. However, it remains unclear what this 

organization would do if it succeeded in acquiring the power it claims to be after. 

The FARC has not developed a political plan or program, which is quite puzzling 

since they present themselves as political actors.  Perhaps the great thinkers of the 

organization died before a program could be worked out and spoken about in 

concrete terms, perhaps the FARC does not have the experience to create such a 

program, or perhaps, contrary to what they publicly say, the FARC never intended 

to govern Colombia.   

Through the years, the FARC has presented the following broad and 

simple ideas regarding their political plan: 1) nationalize the riches of the country 

                                                 
211 On the other hand the guerrillas have enjoyed the benefits of petroleum when the oil pipeline 
was built and today possibly by extorting the companies that work with Ecopetrol; while the 
paramilitary have been found stealing the black gold for their personal use and potentially for 
smuggling. 
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and to put them to the service of the people; 2) implement an agrarian reform to 

distribute land, animals and seeds to the peasants while making credit available; 3) 

destroy the capitalist state212.  In 2000, Alfonso Cano who took over the politico-

ideological arm of the FARC after Arenas’ death, stated that the FARC would not 

oppose free trade and commerce per se, proposing a sort of a “tropical 

communism” 213  as an alternative to both economic liberalism and traditional 

communism. However, the definition of tropical communism remains unclear.  In 

reality, the FARC seems to present a mixed bag of ideas that resemble the 

governmental philosophies of many European states more than the Marxist state 

(or lack thereof) embodied in the ideological affiliation that they continue to 

claim214. 

                                                 
212 These first three points were made already in 1964 by Manuel Marulanda Velez and Jacobo 
Arenas. 
213 One of the imprisoned guerrillas explained that their ideal would be to have a “government 
similar to the Cuba’s participatory democracy”. Ivan Rios, one of the ideologues of the FARC 
sustained during the peace negotiations  that the economic vision of the organization is a 
“Colombian Socialism”, which concretely means that 1) 50% of the revenues would  be invested 
in welfare while achieving economic modernization at the same time;  2) the state would have to 
own the strategic industries; 3) incentives would have to be given to large and small enterprises  
while amplifying the national market; 4) Latin American integration would have to be promoted as 
well as the agricultural economy. Finally, financing would derive from the international 
community (El Tiempo, April 10, 2000). But if this is really their belief, it does not appear to be 
far from what is done in many countries, and why the government and the guerrillas could not 
agree on this.  
214 Some people, especially academics and “leftists” in general were hopeful that the recently 
created a Popular Front (Summer 2000) would present an avenue for the FARC to develop their 
political thought and to find a non-violent avenue for the expression of their ideals of social justice 
and equality. However, the FARC has not followed through and maintained an isolated effort at 
fortifying their “Frente Bolivariano” created as part of the peace negotiation discussions that are 
held with the government in San Vincente del Caguan.   
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To what extent are members committed to this mission?   
Having given a general overview of what the public objectives of the 

guerrillas are, I will now explain why the respondents’ answers suggest that the 

level of individual commitment to the organization and to its ideological 

objectives, are low. The data obtained through my interviews generally reveal that 

respondents only a superficial understanding of what the insurgent project is and 

what the organization’s objectives mean, apart from “taking power”.  The 

assertions of my interviewees sound more like excerpts from conversations and 

speeches carefully memorized and rehearsed than a conscious and reasoned 

answers. Their allegations are presented with no elaboration or explanation and 

with no contextualization, which indicates a low level of internalization and 

comprehension of the mission they are realizing. The answers also reveal a low 

level of mental and moral conviction that their actions are in fact directed at 

producing a better future for the Colombian poor. 

Generally, members seem detached from and unconcerned about the aims 

of their organization.  At most they revealed a partial knowledge of the 

organization’s political plan and its positioning on the strategic path of achieving 

the plan. I asked my interviewees a number of questions regarding ideology, how 

they made sense of it and what it meant for them, to gain insight on the members’ 

emotional commitment.  I then asked a series of questions regarding their 

perception of their leaders, and their leaders’ behavior, and finally about the 
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environment, and the relationship with their companions in general. The 

responses to these questions should give a good insight on the level of unit 

cohesion present in organizations in guerrilla organizations. 

I begin by discussing individual commitment.  The first question (Q.25) 

asked respondents to talk about the ideology of their organization, specifying 

whether their peers generally agreed on what this is, or whether in their opinions 

there were schisms in the organization.  The answers can be divided into three 

types. The first type includes those that revealed a high level of ignorance about 

the organization.  At least three people out of fifteen, either did not know what the 

word “ideology” means or did not know which ideology their organization 

supported.  In this regard a highly educated member of the ELN confirmed that: 

“Many guerrillas are so young and so clueless that they do not know what 
they are doing, and resolve to simply do what they are told, but are 
unaware of the big picture.”  

 
 

The second group consists of answers that mentioned at least one aspect of 

the organizations’ mission. The majority mentioned that the guerrillas are fighting 

for the peasants, but failed to link their thoughts to a larger ideological 

background that explains the purpose and goal of this fight or how their actions 

reflect the aim of fighting for the poor. 
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“ What one deduces is that we undertake a popular fight for the 
people…we are fighting for the peasants” 

 
Others stressed that the objective of the fighting is to protect their people 

from enemies. Surprisingly, the enemies referred to were actually different from 

the state, which is the traditional and principal enemy of insurgencies (including 

those in Colombian). Interviewees replied that their objective is to either defeat 

the paramilitary or 

 “to protect what the United States wants to rob, that is, the natural 
resources of the country”  

 

“This is the Marxist fight: that the gringos won’t be able to exploit our 
country and take all Colombians as slaves” 
 

Almost as a verbal confirmation of my first impressions, when asked to further 

explain, interviewees remained speechless or only vaguely replied that the 

inequality in their country is unfair. Thus what some people are at least partially 

fighting for is not to reach the fulfillment of the organization’s ideology, which 

remains unclear, and definitely not to take power, but to achieve of greater social 

justice. These answers seem tremendously superficial when contrasted with those 

of older guerrillas. The answers of the older generation reveal a conscious 
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reasoning and independent thought by explaining their participation on moral 

grounds215.   

 Finally, the third group of interviewees comprised of only a few responses. 

These consisted of claims and complaints that the guerrilla merely attempted to 

brainwash their members in order to make them fight. For example, one informant 

said:  “They poison people with ideas on the government and one becomes 

vindictive due to all of the psychology that is put into our heads”. Others, even 

among the more educated members, corroborated this view stating that “There, 

one is deaf, dumb and blind” because the environment that the leadership creates 

convinces members that war is the only option available for the disadvantaged to 

reach an equal and dignified chance in life, but for many that is not the case. 

 One of the most important questions (Q.26) asked what is the objective of 

the organization and what the “toma del poder” means. Most responded that the 

objective of the organization (both ELN and FARC) was to rule the country. But 

when asked what this meant no one could give me a clear answer; that is, nobody 

could explain what would happen if the FARC took over the country. Finally 

George, who had risen up in the ranks of his organization and was close to the 

leadership, revealed that the FARC does not say what would happen if the FARC 

took over. “You should ask Cano or Trinidad” –he laughingly added.  I expected 
                                                 
215 They engaged in historically based explanations for why the guerrillas were born and how 
expenses in their lives lead them to join. Their enthusiasm for belonging to an organization that 
would bring “a new historical possibility “ to Colombia was constantly tamed by reason.    
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that every combatant would answer this question for himself in order for his 

presence in the organization and fight to have a meaning. But, to my surprise, no 

respondent told me what he or she would like to see in a future political 

environment or what his or her vision of what the organization would do or want, 

was. .  

I obtained a similar response from the high echelons of the guerrilla that I 

had the opportunity to interview in the prisons. Though the enthusiastic support 

for “the revolution” was quite palpable in their words and facial expressions, their 

irreverence for reality was puzzling. These guerrillas jovially engaged in endless 

philosophical debates that seemed to originate (but also stop) in books from the 

past. My encounter with them led me to draw the same conclusion that I later 

found in Sanchez’s book on bandoleros216: these are organizations trapped in time.  

In retrospect, many answers may be enclosed in the words that concluded my 

interview with George and Rick of the FACR and ELN respectively: 

“We thought that the armed struggle was the only path toward receiving 
the attention of the government and bring change. Now that we have 
realized that this is not a viable path, we only have less hope…now what 
do we do?”         

 

In conclusion, though individuals may develop greater politico-ideological 

incentives after they join the organization, these are still quite weak. Indeed, I did 

                                                 
216 Gonzalo Sanchez and Donny Merteens (83). 
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not find that politico-ideological incentives substitute or became more important 

than personal well-being for the members of the Colombian guerrilla. 

  

Inspirational leadership 
 According to the literature on unit cohesion, the behavior and perception 

of the leadership are the most important aspects in the development of 

commitment in an organization. The kind of commitment that is required for unit 

cohesion to develop is a moral commitment.  This results from the internalization 

of the values and norms of the organization, which should reflect the mission or 

objective of the organization (johns, 84). The leadership is fundamental in 

creating an atmosphere where the values and norms of the organization are 

internalized so that all members collaborate to accomplish the objectives of a 

specific mission and, in the long run, of the group. A leader who promotes unit 

cohesion exhibits the qualities of courage, respect for the norms, and empathy for 

his subordinates. This is a leader that inspires his troops and requires them to 

follow the norms through example more than through rewards and punishments. 

Indeed, the leader contributes to awaken the “calling” of his followers to be part 

of the organization.  
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 The data that I have collected suggests that the vast majority of my 

interviewees did not perceive their leaders in such a light 217 . A number of 

respondents accused the leaders of being cowardly, deceitful, antagonistic, and 

privileged; many others of looking after their personal well being, and side-

stepping the norms of the organization in order to achieve their individual goals218.  

The incongruence in the application of the rules between higher and lower 

ranking guerrillas, the abuses of certain leaders, the condoning of such behavior 

by others, and their privileged lifestyle were reasons repeatedly mentioned for 

leaving the organization.  These are some of the comments that respondents made 

alluding to their leaders:  

“They have a future because they have a lot of material resources. 
Imagine; they have possessions even in other countries” 

“The middle range leadership saved up all of the cash [for themselves] and 
they left us experiencing hunger” 

“The commanders take the extortion money –sometimes for themselves—
and they give us nothing. This too demoralizes us”  

 
  

                                                 
217 Leadership behavior and the perception of such behavior are both important. If the leader of an 
organization is skilled at hiding a “dual life” following the norms some times, but not when he is 
not seen by his men, members of an organization may not be aware of  what is actually occurring. 
In such situations, there can be unit cohesion, but this may fall if the leaders are discovered in their 
undiscaised behavior. The first and most current example of a situation like this is that of the 
leaders of the Taliban. The supreme and spiritual leader of that organization was preaching a life 
of alienation from the comforts of the western world, but in reality his living quarters were quite 
luxurious and equipped with many of the comforts of the western world.   
218 I present the data to support this assertion under three subtitles: personal well being, inequality, 
and deceit  
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Personal well-being 
One of the most basic characteristics of an inspired leader is his courage 

and willingness to put the interest of his soldiers before his own219.  Insurgencies 

like the Colombian guerrillas which are usually guided by an ideology that 

embraces egalitarianism and a Spartan way of life, are expected to reject 

behaviors that reflect an interest in achieving personal goals rather than or before 

those of the community. Furthermore, the leadership, who is estimated to give the 

example, is expected to follow the rule of service to others first and foremost. 

However, my data suggest that this does not often occur in the Colombian 

guerrillas, though it may not be initially visible to recruits.  

For example, George, an experienced combatant of the FARC who had 

access to the leadership begun to discover the ubiquity of corruption in his 

organization only while he was in prison, where the living conditions are 

conducive to monitoring every movement of those around 220 . One of the 

commanders, Jassir, was able to bargain with the prison’s director so as to 

“purchase” a cell of his own. Not entirely satisfied with the new but tight quarters 

-according to George- he also “purchased” the neighboring cell and ordered the 

                                                 
219 To promote this attitude among leaders in the US Army, there is a custom that soldiers have 
access to benefits before officers. For example, during the Gulf War in 1990/91, officers would 
shower and eat after the last soldier had gone through the line. 
220 As an interesting aside, there have been numerous reports of illegal activities occurring in the 
prisons. During a recent raid, the police found six parabolic antennas (called Sky TV) in the 
paramilitary-controlled wing of the prison, and one in the guerilla controlled areas.  The police 
also found pictures of large parties that took place inside the prison with the help of musical bands 
contracted from outside.  
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wall between the two removed.  Jassir achieved his goal to live in a large and 

comfortable cell with a television and other amenities, while a large number of 

prisoners, among whom probably guerrillas, continued to sleep in the hallways or 

in filthy latrines for lack of cell space. Paradoxically, though Jassir gave off the 

impression of being the incarnation of the mythical revolutionary to those who 

had the opportunity to converse with him, he was focused primarily on promoting 

his self-interest. In fact, only one year before my encounter with George, Jassir 

was presented to me as a man with ideals and a clear ideological understanding of 

his organization, a true leader221.  

Appalled by his discovery that numerous members of the FARC, among 

whom also the higher echelons of the organization, such as Jassir, ran businesses 

from inside the prison, George reported his prison experience to the leadership, 

once released. However, the perplexing result was that the Secretariado (i.e, 

maximum leadership), did not punish the culpable individuals, and readily 

overlooked their deeds. Public reports such as that of the homicide of three 

American activists in 1999, confirm the overall complacent demeanor of the 

leadership in situations where rules are broken by high ranking members222. The 

Secretariado has been lax in punishing those that look after their personal interests, 

                                                 
221 The director of the organization that helped me to gain access into the prisons told me that it 
was a shame that I could not meet Jassir as scheduled (we were running late) because he was the 
leader of the organization with a clear political understanding of the FARC. 
222 When low ranking members who do not bring subsistent cash into the organization or are 
militarily indispensable break the rules, the consequence may be severe. 
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which leads one to question their own commitment to the objectives of the 

organization. For example, Julian and El Negro Acacio, two regional leaders who 

committed repeated abuses and regularly infracted the rules were condoned 

numerous times by the FARC because they were good combatants and able 

fundraisers. 

 

Inequality  
An inspirational leader is a rule follower.  The leader is expected to lead 

primarily by example, which means that he should be the first to follow the norms 

that others are also subjected to. The norm of equality is paramount in a leftist 

insurgency as Jacobo Arenas, the FARC’s political thinker repeatedly underlined 

in his interviews and speeches.  One of the imprisoned guerrillas was actually 

convinced to join the ELN by the apparent equality within the organization. “I 

saw El Cucho [Gabino] peeling potatoes”, he exclaimed as if that was an 

unexpected occurrence in an organization that insists to be made of equals and to 

serve the people.  However, when one looks beyond the appearances, one finds 

that in fact, rules not always (or often) apply to all in the same fashion. 

For example, one of my interviewees who lived in San Vicente de Caguan 

where the FARC has its headquarters, repeatedly denounced that Jorge Briceno 

better known by his alias as El Mono Jojoy only wears attire made in the United 
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States, which is an oxymoron, given the organizations stand against capitalism223. 

Apparently, the reason for which North American products are appealing to a 

combatant is because the camouflage and the boots are lighter than those made in 

other places and the camping tent can be folded to become the size of a tumbler 

glass.    However, not too many in the FARC enjoy these privileges.   

One of the most outspoken interviewees said “For the combatant this is a 

hard life, but the leaders never expose themselves…they are always in the camp”. 

Other two interviewees complained that leaders eat different and better foods 

using the excuse that they have to protect themselves from spies that might want 

to poison their food.  Another finally stated that the general impression among 

members is that “pampered leaders are quite frequent in the guerrilla; for example, 

the best food and clothing are for them”.  

In most cases, the inequality within the organization became visible in the 

unequal application of rules that regulate the relationship between couples. My 

interviewees stated that their leaders could have any companion they wished, even 

if she was already “taken”, while lower ranking members suffered at times dire 

consequences if they refused to terminate their relationship, so that the woman 

could became the companion of the leader.  Also, leaders were able to move 

                                                 
223 Oscar Naranjo, the head of the Intelligent Section of the Colombian Police, confirmed, 
unprompted, that the FARC had actually acquired new uniforms in 1999 from a North American 
company based in Costa Rica. 
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between assignments with their companion, while the rest of the members were 

assigned to new posts with no consideration for their personal lives.  

Even Jacobo Arenas who once said:  

“Here women do not enter as spouses or companions of a guerrillero, but 
they also enter as members of the guerrilla. On this issue there are no 
privileges or discriminations.” (Arango, 84:20).  

 
bridged this rule himself a few years later by bringing his companion, Olga, to 

live with him in the camp. Olga did not become a guerrillera until after the death 

of Jacobo, which occurred five years after their encounter224. I found that while 

financial and other material disparities were more easily accepted or even 

overlooked by lower ranking members, for most inequalities of a sentimental kind 

were, not surprisingly, more difficult to accept. These in fact, were the ultimate 

reason that pushed many to leave.  

 

Deceit 
Significantly, the very incentives that pushed people to join their 

organization were often also the source of their disappointment. Interviewees 

found that the guerrillas presented a slanted view of the insurgency to lure them to 

join and did not uphold their promises. For example, recruits depicted the 

guerrillas to some as a fun, easy and “light” experience, but when these finally 
                                                 
224 Olga herself confirmed this fact in interviews and specified that her tasks were limited to 
tending to any need that Jacobo may have. 
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joined, they realized that life in the guerrillas could also be very hard, while there 

were only selected moments of “fun”.   

In certain cases, they promised that the families would no longer suffer 

financial hardships if the individual joined, but they did not always follow 

through. One of these cases was particularly tragic as an individual joined the 

guerrillas because the guerrillas told him that his father had died at the hands of 

the military, who were known to selectively murder and disappear guerrillas and 

leftist militia. However, after more than ten years in the ELN, he discovered that 

it was his own organization that had disappeared his father to silence his 

complaints regarding political opinions.  

 Those that joined because the organization promised a payment in 

exchange for their services quickly discovered that monetary compensation did 

not come in all cases.  One of the imprisoned guerrillas compared the guerrillas to 

a marriage. “After some time —he said—one understands more [about the other] 

and there are periods of disenchantment”; however, he promptly added, “the 

prison environment which reflects the authority of the state ultimately renders one 

more convinced [about his organization] because the state is not viable”.  

Basically, according to this respondent, the final objective of the guerrillas is 

more important than all of the abuses and infractions committed along the way. 

However, the mistake of the guerrillas is that the opposite may be true.  
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Condoning infractions of all sorts for a short term gain, ultimately distorts the 

nature of the group, the essence of the objective that it claims it wants to reach, 

and may even change the objective per se.   

 

Motivational environment 
 The presence of a motivational environment is the third component of unit 

cohesion. Both the leadership and the environment influence the commitment of 

an individual to the organization. A motivational environment is one where there 

are shared experiences, there is trust among companions and with leaders, and 

there are physical remainders of the objective of the organization such as images 

of leaders, uniforms, and the like.  My data reveals that the environment within 

which the guerrillas live is only partially motivational. 

A traditional guerrilla spends a good part of his life patrolling the areas 

that are controlled by his organization and engaging in operations against its 

enemies. The organization becomes his family because his companions are the 

only testimony to the big and small events of his life. The experiences of combat 

are particularly relevant in uniting a group because they are traumatic, dangerous, 

and unique; additionally, participants have to rely on one another for survival. As 

the FARC is a combat organization, and one where individuals who join are not 

allowed to leave, its members clearly share many experiences. However, 
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differently from what one would expect, these have failed to promote cohesion 

because they are not often reinforced by a sense of trust and by physical 

reminders of the organization.  

Alma Guillermo Prieto, a New York Times journalist who traveled to 

guerrilla occupied areas, described the lifestyle of young guerrillas as surprisingly 

different from what one would expect. For example, the common rooms of the 

FARC where young guerillas were entertained by the television had no pictures of 

the leaders of the organization. The guerrillas were described as loosely laying on 

their backpacks watching first some soap operas and then a program called 

“Xena, the Warrior Princess”, a story about a beautiful and strong woman that 

fought side by side with the weak and poor. During her stay, no reference or 

mention to ideology or Marulanda’s teachings was made (Guillermoprieto, 2000: 

115).  Indeed, this does not appear to be the description of a motivational 

environment. 

My data reveal that there is little trust and much competition in the 

guerrillas. When asked why they remained in the organization as long as they did 

(Q. 38), most of my interviewees mentioned the hope of rising to higher ranks. To 

achieve recognition and thus advance in a military organization, the individual 

guerrilla has to perform well either in the battlefield or in fundraising. In fact, 

funds to purchase adequate armament and the ability to perform well in combat 
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are the most fundamental necessities of any military organization to survive.  

People that succeed at such tasks are extremely valuable to these organizations, 

and are usually rewarded. This environment promotes competition among 

companions, which per se is not unusual in large organizations; however, the lack 

of a systematic scheme for promotion and the uneven application of the norms 

throughout the organization, promotes a negative form of competition that is 

largely based on envy and feeling that injustices are being perpetrated.  

 Women are not exempt from competition for advancement in guerrilla 

organizations, though competition takes a different form for them. A number of 

interviewees have referred to their female counterparts as guerrilleras ranguistas, 

which translated in English means, roughly, careerist women guerrilla. Whereas 

for men success is exemplified in reaching a high position in the organization, for 

women it is exemplified in becoming the companion of the leader. Competition 

between women is about who is selected by the leader as his companion225.    

However, what mostly conditioned the environment was not the lack of 

motivation or the uneasy competition, but rather the fear that members held for 

their lives. This finding is ironic because, as I discussed earlier, many had joined 

the guerrillas precisely to better protect themselves.  Unprompted, many told me 

                                                 
225 Olga, Jacobo Arena’s companion narrated in an interview that guerrilleras mistreated her when 
she first moved to the camp to be with her companion.  Unknowingly Olga had crossed the other 
women in the guerrilla because she had conquered the heart of the most inspirational leader the 
FARC ever had.  
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that they lived in fear of being persecuted and killed (in Spanish pelados, 

“skinned”) in an insurgent trial because guerrillas, the FARC in particular, are 

paranoid that the military or the CIA would infiltrate their organization. Like 

Jacobo Arenas, others are convinced that spies can be detected by their adverse 

disposition to following the rules of the organization. Thus, people fear that their 

peers would report them to the commander if they mention that they are unhappy 

in the organization or criticize its actions, in that this is considered as an act of 

treason and is punished severely.  “One is always fearful that others will turn him 

in -said one of the respondents- as a result we have to keep our emotions to 

ourselves”.   

When asked if they considered the guerrilla like a family, six out of 15 

respondents said yes, but then they specified that they could only confide in their 

team, which is composed of 3-4 people. Ultimately, though, many believe that 

one has to consider the guerrilla a family to survive especially during combat, but 

that one cannot rely on anyone in it. Finally, the reality of the guerrillas seems 

strangely similar to that of those that live outside of it, like Mr. Jose, the 

community leader that I interviewed in San Jose de Guaviare: “ We are 

imprisoned within ourselves because we cannot talk. People are very afraid of the 

guerrillas.”  
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To help me make sense of this information, some interviewers explained 

and underlined that the atmosphere of suspicion that dominates in the guerrillas is 

not only caused by the leadership and their uttermost paranoia226, but also by the 

contorted spirit of competition between peers that is often fomented by the envy 

that has been left unchecked227.    

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 
Though the guerrilla incorporated members that came from all walks of 

life and join the organization for different reasons, once in it, they failed to 

develop that “esprit de corps” and ideological cohesiveness that unites an 

organization. The development of a deep and “emotional” commitment of all 

                                                 
226 Referring to Manuel Marulanda, the supreme leader of the FARC, Alma Guillermoprieto a 
New York Times reporter, wrote: “He missed interesting conversation, and even though his were 
not sensational, he proudly described himself as an intellectual. To us he seemed more than 
anything else obsessed by a series of conspiracies against him or his troops. These were 
conspicuous and strange complots, pay-offs and infiltrations of the CIA, the increasing sum that 
the Government was willing to pay for his head, gigantic antennas directed toward Casa Verde, 
and wiretapped Chinese urns that he received as gifts” (Guillermoprieto, 2000:22-23)   
227 En el Infierno (1997), a story of the trial and tribulations a young guerrilla who successfully 
manages to escape the FARC and recount them, touches upon this topic. Johnny, the protagonist 
and author of the book, mentions the “war trials” or “consejos de guerra” conducted in the 
organization almost incessantly suggesting to the reader that life in the guerrillas is a constant 
struggle to remain alive. I quickly rejected what seemed to be extreme allegations and attributed 
them to the fact that the book was sponsored and published by the Colombian army, who has 
much interests in dispersing the notion of the guerrillas as violators of human rights, among other 
things. However, as I listened to my interviewees feeling of fearful unease in their voices as they 
recalled their experiences revealed an undoubted similarity with Jhonny’s. 
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members to the objective of the group is essential to keeping the interests of the 

people in it secondary to the interests of the organization as a whole. In the case 

of the guerrillas the mission should be the betterment of the conditions of the poor.  

The direct results of the mostly self-serving behavior of the leaders are as 

follows. On one hand it impedes the formation of unit cohesion inside of the 

organization. On the other hand, it foments personal ambition and negative 

competition among members, which erodes unit cohesion.  The dangerous 

consequence of the incentive structure in the guerrillas, which rewards 

fundraising and military skills, is that competition may, if left unchecked, lead the 

organization to become progressively more belligerent and more “criminal”.  The 

use of violence detached from moral commitment to advance the plight of the 

disenfranchised and poor becomes an instrument of self-promotion.  

In the case of the FARC, the path most often chosen by the mid-level 

leaders was that of economic accumulation through kidnappings and extortion due 

to the low risks associated with it (since targets are usually private citizens) and 

the option of keeping some of the outcome for personal use. Perhaps, for the 

lower ranking guerrillas who are usually not given assignments that involve 

dealing with finances, performing well in the more militaristic undertakings is 

paramount. “The moral of the story –says an informant- is that one has to make 

himself noteworthy because the life of the commander is a lot easier.”  
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Perhaps even a limited ideological indoctrination gives some newcomers a 

push to fight for an ideal of justice, but the discovery of the actual prevalence of 

deeply rooted personal interests of many in the organization, and the deceitful and 

competitive environment that many ultimately discovered rendered any discussion 

on the objective of the organization empty and superficial. After all, it is not 

surprising that the use of an empty ideology (because not practiced) to hold the 

organization together backfires if members do not commit to it.  Indeed, as one 

interviewee concluded: 

“Ideals have been lost. Now the fight is for money 
because many entered for this reason…”  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Maintaining the Status Quo: Fighting and Violence  

 
 

“It is an equilibrium: no one has an immediate interest to behave 
differently and fight it [the Mafia] even if one sees its drawbacks. 
Miserable and unreliable as it may be, but the mafia protection succeeds in 
making a profit from distrust, thus satisfying the interests of many” 
(Gambetta, 1993:8) 

 

 
 

In Chapter two, I argued that an analysis of the factors that motivate 

opponent groups and their members is necessary to understand the character of 

such groups. I also explained that determining the character of groups allows one 

to distinguish between different types of conflicts, to answer questions regarding 

conflict duration, and to find adequate solutions to the same. In other words, 

understanding the opponents in a conflict ultimately addresses the question posed 

by this dissertation –why do opponents fight? What is the meaning of violence in 

the Colombian conflict?   

In this chapter, I consider the dynamics of the Colombian conflict, which 

is characterized by opponents that exhibit a calculative character; however, 

similar dynamics should be found in conflicts where at least one opponent has a 
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primarily calculative character228. The assumption that opponents aim at bettering 

their military and political outcome is so intuitively clear that it has been readily 

accepted in the conflict literature. According to this, fighting is to be understood 

in the perspective of negotiations. Because opponents believe that they will have 

to eventually coexist in the same political environment, their choices are focused 

toward achieving negotiations and a future agreement.  I contend that in Colombia, 

and perhaps in other countries as well, these assumptions do not necessarily or 

always hold.   

I present evidence to support that calculative groups may purposefully 

maintain the ongoing conflict so as to continue to satisfy the personal incentives 

that I have described in the previous chapter, while maintaining their organization 

alive. On one hand, the low level of threat that opponents have signified for one 

another traditionally has stimulated them to find ways to keep the fighting to a 

minimum.   On the other hand, the incentives that are tied to maintaining the 

status quo hinder the escalation of the conflict.  

Calculative groups seek to maintain their costs low and profits high by 

fighting selectively and transferring the high costs that fighting would entail 
                                                 
228 In the theory chapter I have explained that when one group is characterized by a calculative 
nature, other groups in the same conflict are also likely to be affected. On one hand, high financial 
capacity allows the group to offer tangible benefits not only to its members, but also to members 
of opponent groups in the form of bribes and local deals. On the other hand, low levels of unit 
cohesion inside of an organization, which are the consequence of the availability of tangible 
benefits, further promotes using the organization to pursue one owns self-interest because there is 
little loyalty and politico-ideological attachment to the public objective; the results are corruption 
and careerism.   
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outside of the realm of the battlefield, to the civilian population through the use of 

violence.  Low intensity fighting assures that all of the groups involved in the 

conflict will continue to exist unchanged and that the individuals that are part of 

each of these continue to fulfill their aspirations. In other words, low intensity 

guarantees the maintenance of the status quo (stalemate) and by so doing it 

prolongs the conflict.  At the end of the chapter, I will briefly discuss the 

proliferation of violence onto environments different from that related to the 

conflict, as a secondary effect of the survivalist incentive of groups once they are 

formed. 

In this chapter I explain that any negotiation undertaken under these 

circumstances will quickly fail. I consider two factors that may change the 

incentive structure of the conflict so as to permit a negotiated resolution. I start by 

showing that calculative groups seek to maintain a low intensity conflict. 

 

INTENSITY OF FIGHTING 
In Chapter Two I argued that, differently from primarily normative groups 

whose objective is to better their position in the battlefield so as to achieve greater 

bargaining power, at the negotiating table gangs are interested primarily in 

fulfilling the aspirations of their members (while bargaining power issues are only 

secondary). Differently from emotion-oriented groups who engage in sustained 
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fighting, gangs purposefully seek to maintain a low intensity. There are at least 

three factors that allow one to distinguish the intensity of fighting between 

opponents:  1) the military budget (in cases of low intensity this is minimal 

relative to what it could be); 2) the battlefield situation (in cases of low intensity 

this remains practically unchanged over the years); 3) the number of battlefield 

deaths (in cases of low intensity these are insignificant relative to what one would 

anticipate). In the following pages, I present the data regarding the intensity of 

fighting that I have collected in Colombia.   

 

Military budget 
This variable tests the effort of the opponents in the battlefield. Assuming 

that opponents aim at bettering their relative positions in the battlefield229, one 

expects that these groups spend a high percentage of their finances (i.e., profit) on 

the purchase of arms, training, and equipment. An improvement in the battlefield 

would enable the group to at least better its position at the negotiating table, and at 

most achieve its objective, be it the defeat of the state or the recognition of the 

group’s grievances.   

                                                 
229 Refer to chapter two for through explanation of the theory behind this assumption. 
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  In 1998, the FARC spent only 13% of its profit on the purchase of 

armaments230. In 1999 these expenditures climbed to 64%; however, the profit for 

that year is presumed to have been lower while the percentage of cash spent on 

purchasing arms remained basically constant (at around 80% of all expenditures). 

This data indicates that the FARC has not increased its military expenditures in 

1999.  

Similar results were found for the other subversive groups. The ELN spent 

USD 11,926,350 in armaments in 1999, which corresponds to about 20% of its 

profits and 77% of its total expenses.  This figure is congruent with that of the 

FARC.  I expected the ELN to spend more of its profits (not only 20%) on 

bettering the outcome in the battlefield because the paramilitaries are posing a 

great danger to the ELN’s control over its stronghold. In fact, according to the 

theory presented in chapter two, a group is expected to increase its military 

expenditures when the level of threat increases 231 .  However, the increasing 

collaboration between the FARC and the ELN in an area that is traditionally 

considered of the ELN may well explain this unexpected discovery.  The ELN 

may be delegating to the FARC the provision of security, and the FARC may in 

exchange be allowed to enlarge its control over the profitable territories of Norte 

                                                 
230 For a review of the budgets of these organizations, including a detailed list of military 
expenditures refer to Tables 1 through 4 in chapter five. 
231 I explained that the level of threat increases under at least three circumstances: 1) a group 
encroaches upon the territory of the other; 2) a group interferes with the source of finances of the 
other; 3) the military strength or willingness to fight of a group increases 



 320 

de Santander (coca), Arauca (petroleum) and Bolivar (gold and coca), which the 

ELN has traditionally controlled.  

According to my data, the AUC only spends 3.15% of its profit on arms 

purchases. However, the fact that the AUC is actually better armed and trained 

than the guerrillas leads one to hypothesize that the AUC may be bartering arms 

for drugs232, or the profits of the organization are so great that even a small 

amount spent on procurement is sufficiently high to keep the organization and its 

members satisfied.  Finally, the subversive organizations do not appear to spend 

much of their resources for military purposes, and definitely not as much as they 

could.  

The data regarding the government military expenses is quite revealing. Let us 

consider the table below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
232 There have been reports that claim that the subversive organizations traded drugs for arms with 
a Brazilian outfit. This connection became knows as “Coneccion Suriname”. (El Tiempo, 
February 19, 2000; and July 15,2000;  Cambio October 2, 2000) 
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Table 10: State Budget for the Military  

YEAR  #  COMBATANTS  %OF GDP ARMAMENT FIXED 
EXPENSES 
       (AS A % OF TOTAL EXPENSES)  
 
1989  86,636   1.34  38.4  61.6   
1990  129,286*   1.27  31.3  68.7 
1991  135,839   1.09  15.3  84.7 
1992  136,410   1.26  20.3  79.7 
1993  150,033   1.60  21.3  78.7 
1994  152,591   1.34  8.4  91.6 
1995  157,775   1.90  6.8  93.2 
1996  158,427   2.16  14.0  86 
1997  161,816     20.2  79.8 
1998  154.306     9.5  90.5 
1999  166,767   2.46  9.4  90.6 
2000  NA     12.6  87.4 
Source: National Planning Office (Departamento Nacional de Planeacion) 
*Data obtained from the Joint Command of the Armed Forces 

 
 

The second column represents the number of soldiers in the Colombian Army for 

each year under consideration. The third column represents the percentage of 

GDP the government allocates to military expenditures, and the last two columns 

represent how much of the military budget is actually spent on acquisition. As in 

the case of subversive groups, “armament” does not only refer to purchases of war 

equipment, but includes other variable military expenditures. The last column 

refers to fixed expenses such as salaries and pensions, training, and upkeep of the 

existing equipment.   

This data shows that the state’s expenditures on the military have 

increased by .72% of the GDP in the last decade. However, a close look at the 

military budget reveals a great disparity in expenditures. The fixed expenses have 

increased consistently relative to the expenses for acquisition. Moreover, 
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according to the National Planning Office, about 80% of the fixed expenses, 

which corresponds to 70% of the total budget are allocated to personnel expenses, 

and thus do not serve the purpose of bettering the battlefield outcome.  

A study conducted by a member of the National Planning Office 233 , 

suggests that the vast majority of the resources are allocated to the payment of 

pensions.  In the past sixteen years the total amount paid to retired personnel has 

increased by 228% as the number of retirees increased by about 78%. In terms of 

percentage of GDP, this increase amounts to about 27 %, which means that the 

state’s contribution to the military forces has only increased by .45 % of the GDP 

in real terms and not by .72% as it appears at first. Moreover, the noticeable 

increase in terms of recruits further diminishes the effect of any increase in 

military spending.  

The results of the above analysis lead one to question the passivity of the 

state in military matters and its interest in bettering the position of the military on 

the battlefield.  The ambiguous commitment of the state becomes even clearer 

when military expenditures in Colombia are compared with those of other 

countries, and particularly with countries that are less financially capable than 

Colombia. 

 

                                                 
233 Luis Bernardo Mejia (2000) 
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Table 11: Comparative State Budgets for Military Expenses 

COUNTRY  INITIAL  EXPENSE   FINAL EXPENSE   
   (% OF BUDGET)     (%OF BUDGET) 

 
Colombia   9.91 (1984)    8.34 (1999) 
Nicaragua  10.89 (1980)    28.54 (1990) 
Liberia   9.52  (1985)    9.35 (1988) 
Myanmar   18.84 (1985)    30.62 (1997) 
El Salvador  12    (beginning of conflict)   40.80 (end of conflict) 

Source: National Planning Office (Departamento Nacional de Planeacion) 
 
 

For example, Colombia 234  and Liberia are the only two countries where the 

investment in the military has declined during the actual conflict and not 

increased, as it would be expected. In Nicaragua, El Salvador and even Myanmar 

the military budget (as a percentage of the total expenses of the country) at least 

tripled during these conflicts.  

In conclusion, my data indicates that no opponent displays great effort to 

better its position in the battlefield as tested by the military expenses. Expenses 

for military purposes are relatively low across the board compared to what one 

would imagine and to what each of the groups could spend to improve their 

military outcome, if such was their interest.   This preliminary finding supports 

the argument that opponents seek to maintain the intensity of the conflict low. 

 

                                                 
234 The first column lists the countries under consideration; the second reveals the percentage of 
the government’s budget destined to the military for the year taken as the beginning of the 
conflict; the third represents the percentage for the budget destined to the military for the year 
taken as the apex of the conflict, and the third the percentage of the same for the year considered 
to be the final year of the conflict. 
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Battlefield activities 
In this section I analyze the battlefield activity of the opponent groups. 

Assuming that opponents seek to better their military outcome, I expect to find 

that opponents seek to increase their overall battlefield activities by sustaining 

military engagements (i.e., fight) in the battlefield, and by altering the balance of 

(as one opponent gains the upper hand).  To the contrary, opponents may not seek 

to increase their battlefield activity, if I find that: 1) that the actual fighting 

between opponents is limited, and 2) that any escalation of the conflict does not 

necessarily alter the overall balance of power235, maintaining the status quo.   

 My data reveal that the fighting between opponents is limited to selected 

territories where these have overlapping interests. In fact, the escalation of the 

conflict is not constant but it occurs when one opponent attacks the other to 

defend selected locations. This information is interesting when one considers that 

opponents have the resources to augment their military output, but seem to choose 

not to do it until they absolutely must in order to ensure the control over their 

territory and the source of their finances (which, in the Colombian case, coincide).  

Moreover, opponents seem to use different strategies though which they partake 

in the conflict. This makes each group’s action often irrelevant to the opponent(s) 

and leaves the overall battlefield situation unchanged.  
                                                 
235According to the theory presented in chapters three and four, one would expect the conflict to 
intensify when opponents’ areas of dominance expand because they become geographically closer 
to one another. In other words, the conflict is expected to intensify when opponents compete for an 
area that encapsulates overlapping interests.  
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Military engagements  
 In the following lines, I review the operations of the opponents since the 

early nineties. The data indicates that actual fighting (engagements) between them 

has been limited, and limited to the defense of selected (strategic or profitable) 

territories (Figure 1). I also present preliminary data that shows how the 

international environment may alter the intensity of fighting in the Colombian 

conflict.    

Strategy: the guerrillas vs. the state.  
The FARC often attacks small towns and destroys the police stations, 

which are usually manned by a handful of servicemen, while showing little regard 

for the surroundings. They incite the police to fire, but only attack when the police 

have expended their supply of ammunition. They then kill the policemen or take 

them as prisoners236. However, the guerrillas also attack small towns exclusively 

to rob the local bank and destroy the infrastructure. For example, in June 2000 

about 100 members of the VI front of the FARC attacked the population of 

Florida, in the department of Valle, about one hour from Cali. They exploded 

dynamite, which destroyed the heart of the city, and took about 500,000 dollars 

                                                 
236 The guerrillas do not only kill the policemen, but also often butcher them and drag them 
through the streets of the town as if in a bacchanal parade. 
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from the town’s bank. One of the witnesses told the weekly Semana  “ The 

guerrilla came for the money, they did not even touch the police this time.”237 

Another type of operation is to ambush army commandos on patrol in 

rural areas. Following the basic rules of guerrilla warfare, the FARC has rarely 

attacked large units or fortified positions because this poses great risks, unless the 

organization is prepared to fight a conventional war. In fact, the consequences for 

the FARC when they chose such path (for example, attacking the bases of Mitu 

and Miraflores in 98) were dreadful -though significant losses were also inflicted 

on the military.   

 Despite the FARC’s obvious guerrilla tactics, the military has traditionally 

confronted them as if they were an opponent army. Until recently, the military 

retained large combat structures that are not easily mobile and are concentrated in 

a few bases around large cities. Meanwhile the units in smaller posts are required 

to control large swaths of terrain238, though they are not sufficiently manned or 

trained and equipped for the task. Units mostly remained inside the forts reducing 

their duty to patrolling limited surrounding areas. Military officers themselves 

summed up the situation with these words: “Because we have become aware that 

war cannot be waged from the barracks, we developed the concept of the mobile 
                                                 
237 Semana, June 12, 2000   

 
238 For example, a Lieutenant Colonel that I have met told me that 500 men have to cover 11,000 
square kilometers. 
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brigade. However, these brigades fell into the same routine and became 

inactive”239  

Indeed, the relationship between the army and the guerrillas could be 

described as being similar to that of the gangs and the police in North American 

inner cities.  Jankowski describes such environment as one of “live and let live” 

whereby the police only interferes when the action of the criminal gangs goes 

beyond the borders of the neighborhood and affects larger society.  For example, 

an informant revealed that guerrilla and army units might well cross each other 

while conducting recognizance missions without exchanging fire.  Furthermore, 

contrary to what one would imagine, they often met for soccer games and drinks 

in the remote countryside, even inside of military bases240. Finally, there seems to 

be an exchange of information between guerrillas and army regarding patrolling 

times and actions so that one would purposely stay out of the other’s way.   

 Moreover, the deepened involvement of the guerrilla in narcotics 

production and trade has raised the stakes for the state and the military. On one 

hand, the illegal activities of guerrilla boosted their military capacity and caused 

its territorial interests to expand to areas where the government also has great 

interest, such as ports, oil reserves, precious stones, and larger cities. On the other 

                                                 
239 El Tiempo, August 31, 1997. 
240 This silent agreement did not prove to work all of the time. According to my informant, the 
attack on the military base of Las Delicias occurred only after the guerrillas, invited by the 
commander, had visited the base, and achieved intelligence that was crucial for the attack.   
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hand, partaking in the narcotic business had negative repercussions for the 

guerrillas’ standing in the international community and particularly the United 

States weakening the support for the insurgents and increasing that for the state. 

Finally, the necessity of the state to protect itself from the encroachment of the 

subversive forces in territories financially relevant, and the increasing criticisms 

from the exterior in regards to the ineffectiveness of the Colombian government 

to curb narcotic production and to counteract the paramilitary violence, induced a 

military reform. This aimed at making the army more responsive. 

Strategy: the AUC vs. the guerrillas.  
Of all of the opponents involved in this conflict, the paramilitary have 

adopted the most unconventional means of warfare. Their alleged strategic goal is 

to annihilate the guerrillas in order to allow the government to regain undisputed 

rule; however, this organization has recently announced that they intend to also 

engage the army, thus leaving behind their traditional reactionary and defensive 

posture. Their modus operandi has been to attack the population that lives in areas 

controlled by the guerrilla rather than their opponents (the FARC and ELN) 

directly, though some engagements between the AUC and the FARC, and the 

AUC and the ELN have also taken place.  

The AUC usually announces its arrival by holding town meetings in the main 

square of the town it intends to attack or by leaving graffiti on walls. After 
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befriending a few people in the town to obtain intelligence on possible guerrilla 

supporters, the AUC creates infamous lists and disappears or publicly kills the 

supposed guerrilla supporters. The concept behind these actions is that if 

supporters are to the guerrillas like water is to fish, killing them will have the 

effect of leaving the guerrillas with no livelihood; that is, with no cover, and 

finally no escape.  One of the most troubling aspects of this modus operandi is 

that the guerrillas do not enjoy the amount of public support that the actions of the 

AUC would lead one to infer, which means that the paramilitary often attack 

people that are in reality unaffiliated with the guerrillas or intimidated by them to 

provide limited services.  Rural townspeople repeat a different version of this tale:  

“People fear the killings, the massacres, and the recruitment of their sons. 
One does not know which group is responsible for these actions: it can be 
the guerrilla or the paramilitary. And they both keep us locked in our 
homes” (El Tiempo, August 27, 2000)  

 

   Human Rights Watch summarizes well the Colombian battlefield 

environment stating: “Indeed battles between armed opponents are the exception. 

Instead, combatants deliberately and implacably target and kill the civilians they 

believe support their enemies”241.  In fact, fighting between the paramilitaries and 

the guerrillas is a recent development. The description of the encounters between 

the FARC and the AUC (below) reveals the following important characteristics. 

                                                 
241 Human Rights Watch, 1998. 
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First, fighting is limited to specific locations, even within strategic and profitable 

territories. These are usually key points or passageways that are linked to 

defending the business interests of the opponents. Second, fighting seems to be 

used only as a last resort to defend these locations. In fact, fighting occurs as part 

of a broader campaign, which mostly takes the form of violence. The fighting 

sprees reported (below) usually followed massacres, homicides and 

disappearances in the area. Third, fighting usually does not occur until either the 

guerrilla or the paramilitary have reached an autonomous control of the area. For 

example, the two opponents do not fight in Tolima or Valle, which are still under 

dispute. There the conflict is primarily against the civilian population as a proxy. 

“Instead of a civil war, this is a war against civilian”, says Camilo Echandia a 

professor and former adviser of the peace commissioner.   

Indeed, the limited number of encounters between these two opponents is 

quite puzzling, especially when one considers that they often coexist in the same 

municipality and even in the same town. One would imagine that such proximity 

would be conducive to a large number of clashes between the two opponents, but 

in fact, such is not necessarily the case. Ironically though, even between these 

archenemies, there seems to be a silent agreement similar to that between the 

army and the guerrillas whereby opponents allow each other to “live and let live” 
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until fighting that has occurred becomes necessary. Below I summarize the direct 

fighting between the guerrillas and the paramilitaries242.      

La Dorada, Putumayo (October 2000). The paramilitary were first present 

in this Department in 1987 when they created an operational base on the lands of 

Rodriguez Gacha, the emerald smuggler and warlord who actually founded the 

organization. However, their presence in Putumayo waned between 92 and 97 as 

the FARC became progressively more involved in narcotrafficking. In the fall of 

2000, the AUC established itself in La Dorada, and encountered clashes with the 

FARC in the area, which resulted in an unknown number of casualties. The AUC 

finally withdrew a month later243. Some suspected that the increase in military 

action between the FARC and the AUC was actually the result of a struggle over 

a deal with the Brazilians. Apparently an arms smuggling arrangement between 

the AUC and a Brazilian outfit, which became known as the “Surinamese 

Connection”, came to an end sometime in 2000 when the FARC successfully 

                                                 
242 These are all of the armed action of between the opponents that I have knowledge of. 
243 The encroachment into Putumayo, the producer of 50% of Colombian coca might have been an 
attempt of the AUC to damage the FARC coca business besides the obvious attempt to make 
presence in the profitable territory. The blockade declared by the FARC damaged the narcotic 
business of the guerillas because it compromised the displacement of buyers in the area, and it 
might have helped the narcotic business of the paramilitaries.  The DEA does not have any 
information that would suggest that the conflict damaged the FARC business, but one of my 
interviewees told me that the coca business tends to wane when the conflict is arduous. “This [the 
conflict] definitely affects the coca business-said my informant- because it renders difficult the 
entry of the chemical precursors. And the buyers take advantage of the people because these have 
to sell drugs at whatever price, since there are not many of them”. Furthermore, Levitt (2000) 
explains that fighting between inner city gangs is used as a business strategy in the same way that 
may be used in Colombia. Indeed, further research on the oscilation of the prices of coca during 
increased levels of violence would have to be conducted before any conclusion can be drawn.   
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bargained with the same outfit a better arrangement for themselves (by selling 

drugs) marginalizing the AUC244. 

Tame, Arauca (September 2001). The 45th Front of the FARC together with 

the ELN countered the arrival of the AUC in Tame, the access point into Arauca 

from Boyaca.  El Tiempo, a national newspaper, reported that according to a 

number of locals the paramilitary advanced beyond the FARC’s defense line and 

into the Department with the expressed purpose of reaching the coca fields 

located near Venezuela. The fighting only produced 5 battlefield deaths. 

San Jose del Guaviare, Guaviare. The history of Guaviare and particularly the 

area of San Jose, have developed along with the deepening of the coca economy 

in the area. Here the traditional domination of the FARC has recently been 

challenged by an escalating paramilitary presence. The first fighting between the 

paramilitary and the FARC took place in August of 1997 when the FARC took 

revenge for the massacre that the paramilitaries had carried out in Mapiripan. The 

total number of casualties was 32.   

 According to my data, the next round of fighting in the area did not take place 

until October 2000 when the FARC killed 15 members of the AUC in  Puerto 

                                                 
244 El Tiempo, February 19, 2000, and July 15,2000; Cambio October 2, 2000. Castano Admitted 
to the existence of a deal between his organization and the Brazilian outfit, and to the role of the 
FARC in breaking up the deal, but said that while the FARC sold drugs in exchange for cash, the 
AUC paid cash for the arms.  Castano has traditionally been hesitant to admitting that his 
organization is involved in narcotrafficking at any level, though the information available clearly 
indicates otherwise. It is possible that Castano states the truth, but exchanges in kind should not be 
excluded when analyzing the finances of the subversion, including the AUC. 
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Concordia (Meta) just across the river from San Jose de Guaviare. The 

paramilitaries were attacked on a road that is often utilized for the transportation 

of chemical precursors into San Jose, which suggests that this was a dispute 

regarding the access to the chemicals. The last reported engagement (that I am 

aware of) occurred in June of 2001 on the road between San Jose and El Retorno. 

There were fifty deaths. 

Corboba and Uraba. After having been expelled from this area, the FARC has 

made several attempts to recover it. One of the most courageous efforts took place 

in December 1998 when the FARC attacked the AUC camps in El Diamante and 

el Nudo del Paramillo, forcing the AUC to temporarily retreat. In July of 2000 the 

FARC launched an attack against a paramilitary base in Ituango, which resulted in 

33 battlefield deaths245.  The FARC pursued its quest to regain access into this 

area by attacking the paramilitary another four times in the following months246.  

The area has tremendous value because it is located between two oceans (which 

offer an ideal smuggling environment) and it borders with Panama. 

Finally, in Magdalena Medio. The paramilitary attacked the ELN camp in the 

Serrania  de San Lucas and endured an allegedly lengthy and fierce battle. In this 

                                                 
245 This figure is questionable because reported by the paramilitary with no independent 
confirmation. 
246 San Luis (Norte de Antioquia) March 2001, 15 death; Santa Rita de Ituango  (Norte de 
Antioquia) March 2001, 13 deaths; Monte Libano y Puerto Libertador (Cordoba) April 2001, 60 
deaths; Taraza (Antioquia), which borders with Monte Libano y Puerto Libertador (April 2001).  
The AUC withdrew under the attack; the FARC then proceeded to attack the civilian population 
leaving 50 dead. 
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region there were 126 civilian deaths during the first 100 days of the year 2000 

due to repeated paramilitary attempts to expelled the guerrillas. 

 

Balance of power  
The relatively few engagements between opponents suggest that these are 

not seeking to outperform one another in the battlefield, even though financial 

resources would permit to increase the intensity of the conflict. Indeed, there is a 

difference between costly conflicts that end up in stalemates and stalemates that 

are not costly, but have a purposeful outcome.  In fact, the balance of power in 

Colombia continues unaltered, as the country remains divided into three parts 

under the control of different groups or alliances that exercise similar degrees of 

force upon one another. The escalation of the conflict in the last few years 

coincides with the opponents’ increased interest in conquering profitable and 

strategic territories, rather than in advancing from the countryside to the cities, as 

one would assume (give the guerrilla strategy precepts). The result of this 

escalation was a realignment of forces from the FARC vs. the state (indirectly 

allied with the AUC) vs. the ELN, to the FARC and ELN vs. AUC vs. a more 

self-sufficient state. However, this realignment has not altered the structure of the 

conflict or the strength of opponent factions.    

 



 335 

The FARC and the ELN. 
The military activity of the opponents indicates that certain municipalities 

are attacked repeatedly year after year (Annex 2)247. This means that, by and large, 

these attacks have not been successful either at conquering or retaining the 

municipalities under attack. Assuming that the aim is to conquer power, as this 

organization sustains, the failure of the FARC to secure contiguous parts of the 

country militarily, while continuing to expand almost exclusively to profitable 

and strategic territories, shows a waste of efforts with little progress in the 

guerrilla objective of encircling the cities. Even under the assumption that the 

peasants would readily join the organization’s ranks upon the FARC’s arrival to 

their town, the fact that the rural population has been rather removed from the 

guerrilla struggle, should have lead to the creation of a different strategy248 . 

Ironically this did not happen. 

The number of attacks conducted by the FARC in certain locations 

suggests that the territorial interest of this organization has expanded through the 

years. Between 1985 and 1991, the FARC concentrated the majority of its attacks 

in the Departments of Caqueta, Meta, and Putumayo, which are profitable 

territories. Between 92 and 95, the FARC significantly augmented its activities in 

Uraba and Cordoba, the region that borders with Panama, which has strategic 
                                                 
247 Annex 2 is located at the end of the dissertation 
248 The results of my interviews with rural inhabitants clearly confirm the fact that the attitude 
toward this guerrilla is one of fear and silent obedience more than one of support and collaboration 
(as it is expected to be) 
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relevance for the transportation of coca and arms.  For example, the municipality 

of Jurado was attacked 101 times in the span of three years.  Not surprisingly the 

attacks corresponded to the rising efforts of the paramilitary, who had made this 

corner of Colombia their base, to entirely expel the FARC from Uraba. 

Overall, the FARC has been successful at expanding the number of 

municipalities under its influence and its overall presence over the years, such as 

in the southern and western parts of the country (i.e., Narino, Tolima, 

Uraba/Cordoba, and Valle) where its presence was irrelevant during the 1980s.  

Paramilitary operations were extremely successful in the northwestern regions of 

Colombia (Cordoba, Uraba, Antioquia) where the disarmed EPL left a territorial 

vacuum, allowing them to make considerable progress in controlling Eastern 

Colombia and into the areas traditionally held by the ELN. However, the 

expansion of this group has found tenacious resistance in the renewed force of the 

ELN now in alliance with the FARC.   

It is unquestionable that the paramilitary have held the control over the 

region of Uraba and Cordoba as well as much of Antioquia since 1998. “The soil 

of Uraba was fertilized with blood”, said a journalist from Colombia’s leading 

daily, El Tiempo, quoting the mayor of Apartado. The FARC has repeatedly 

attempted to regain control over the area, but to no avail249. The control that it has 

                                                 
249 The border area provides an important corridor for the FARC because it grants access to 
Panama, where the FARC allegedly launders money, goes on vacation, imports arms from Central 
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today is limited and constrained to the border area on the side of the Pacific. Part 

of the reason for the success of the AUC in the North was their military 

superiority250, and part was the support that they received from the army251.  But 

the biggest contributing to the AUC’s success was their radical modus operandi, 

which I described earlier. 

The unlucky attempts at re-conquering the border with Panama pushed the 

FARC south to seek an exit to the sea.  The increased violence in selected areas in 

Valle particularly around Buenaventura and Tulua, suggest that the FARC aspire 

to control the only two ports on the Pacific Coast, which would allow access to 

the international market. Particularly since 2000, the FARC has attempted to 

intensify its actions in the areas surrounding the ports, and in Huila, Tolima, 

Narino, and Valle, which provide a corridor from the FARC stronghold (the 

demilitarized zone) to the sea, and are producing opium252. 

                                                                                                                                     
America and exports drugs. The most recent and notable attempts to recover the lost ground 
occurred in Ituango (killing 30 and losing one of their own), in San Luis (North Antioquia where a 
total of 20 combatants were killed), in Santa Rita de Itangui where 33 were killed, in Puerto 
Libertador and Monte Libano where 33 were killed and lastly in La Caucana, antioquia where the 
FARC caused the AUC to retreat. 
250 The AUC received training from Israeli and Brittish soldiers (Duzan, 94) 
251 Refugees and displaced people from Uraba reported in several interviews that the army was 
well aware of the brutal attacks that the AUC was conducting to gain strategic terrain in the border 
area with Panama, but it did nothing to stop them and instead supported their efforts with raids 
from the air. These testimonies came from the municipalities of Apartado and Riosucio in Choco, 
where the FARC was severely beaten and eradicated. 
252 Opium has not traditionally been an important export. However, the recent increase in 
consumption of opium in the United States stimulates an increase in cultivation in the Colombian 
Andes.  
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If the AUC has succeeded in maintaining tight control over the north 

occidental region of Antioquia, the FARC has been successful at maintaining 

control over the south (Putumayo, Narino, Meta, Caqueta, and Guaviare). It is not 

coincidental that the paramilitary and the FARC are both interested in these 

territories as they are prime regions for the cultivation of coca and their seclusion 

makes them the ideal environment for the development of coca laboratories, 

which the FARC and the AUC both have. 

The actions of the FARC also indicate an increasing interest for Arauca 

and the region of Magdalena Medio, which have traditionally been strongholds of 

the ELN. The region of Catatumbo in Norte de Santander, is also contested. The 

area of Catatumbo is sought after for its peculiar environmental characteristics; 

secluded and deep into the jungle, Catatumbo offers an opportunity to cultivate 

coca in disguise. In a recent counter narcotics raid (Operation “Motilon”, May 

2000), police units discovered up to 30,000 hectors of fast growing coca 

apparently the product of a peculiar seed brought from Peru into Colombia. This 

produced coca bushes up to 1.5 meters high (more than double the size of a 

normal bush). The FARC, the ELN and the AUC are all present in the region, but 

the AUC has quickly risen to the challenges posed by the guerrillas253. According 

                                                 
253 A newspaper article reports that “In only three months the paramilitary pushed the guerrillas 
out of its territory through massacres and selective assassinations” (El Tiempo, May 13, 2000). 
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to a newspaper article254, the area was under strict control of the FARC, EPL, and 

ELN who were actually fighting against one another in the region. When the 

paramilitary arrived in 1999, they forced the guerrillas to retrieve, reducing their 

presence by half (from 3,000 men to 1,500) in only one year, and killed at least 

500 civilians in the process.  Finally, in this region too the FARC was pushed to 

ally with the other two guerrilla groups.   

There are compelling signs that these alliances are no longer just local, but 

widespread255. The FARC has intervened in defense of the ELN in South of 

Bolivar (in the region of Magdalena Medio) where a sustained attack with the 

AUC was endangering the command and control center of this organization256, 

and continues to exercise a progressively stronger presence in the region.  The 

FARC and ELN have also acted so as to prevent the incursion of the AUC in the 

Departments of Arauca and Valle (Northeast and Southwest respectively). 

 

 

                                                 
254 El Tiempo, May 13, 2000 
255 According to locals as well as a number of my informants that operated in the area when they 
were in the guerrillas, the FARC’s presence and collaboration with the ELN is not a recent 
development. However, what seems to have changed is that instead of being tactical this alliance 
is strategic. 
256 El Tiempo, April 11, 2001 
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The Military and the AUC. 
 The increased inadequacy of the Colombian military became palpably 

evident with the return of the cultivation of drugs to Colombia and the vacuum in 

the narcotrafficking world caused by the arrest and death of the leaders of the big 

cartels.  Between 96 and 98, the FARC took advantage of such fortuitous moment 

to increase its finances and its military activities so as to advance the territorial 

conquests. Unable and unprepared to cope with the successes of the FARC, the 

military relied progressively more on the on the AUC to debilitate the guerrillas257. 

The massacres of Mapiripan (15 July 97)258, Puerto Alvira (4 May, 98), San 

Carlos de Guaroa, Barrancabermeja (16 May 1998), and Valle de Guamez 

(January 99), which are remembered as amongst the most cruel in recent 

Colombian history, have been committed with the participation or consent of the 

                                                 
257 These are the heaviest attacks conducted by the FARC on the military.  
 -April 15/96 The FARC attacked a military patrol in Puerres killing 33 soldiers 

-September 1/96 FARC destroyed the military base of Las Delicias in Putumayo 
capturing 16 soldiers and leaving 27 dead. 
-September 7/96 FARC attacks the military base of Carpa in San Jose del Guaviare where 
30 soldiers died 
-December /96 FARC attacks to military in Patascoy and La Uribe 
-March 3/98 FARC attacks a mobile Brigade near San Vincente del Caguan 
-November 98 Farc attacks the counter narcotics base in Mitu, 
-August 3/98 Farc attacks counter narcotics base in Miraflores and Pavarano killing 75 
soldiers 
-July 2000 FARC attacks police station in Vigia del Fuerte  killing 21 soldiers 
-June 2001 Farc attacks military base in Puerto Leguizamo 

258 The connection between the paramilitary and the army was particularly evident in the 
Mapiripan because the army had to use the airport of San Jose de Guaviare in order to get to 
Mapiripan, and the army is always present in airports. Brigadier General Jaime Uscategui was 
arrested in connection to the massacre and condemned to 40 years in prison in February of 2001. 
A Luitenant Col. under his command has testified that Uscategui ignored repeated reports that the 
paramilitary were moving into the area (AP 5/29/99). 
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military. These crimes are currently being actively investigated by the justice 

system, but the process is slow, at best. 

Indeed, the military passively watched the rise of the AUC without 

contemplating the risk that this organization might entail for national security.  

The military has in the past denied that it has any institutional ties to the 

paramilitary forces arguing either that the accusations were a strategy (of those 

with ties to the guerrilla) to diminish the morale of the armed forces259, or that any 

connection that might have existed between them and the paramilitaries was 

among the rank and file, and not at the institutional level; but, in fact, a number of 

high-ranking officers have been implicated of supporting paramilitary activities260.  

A special envoy of El Tiempo reported that rural inhabitants of Putumayo have 

repeatedly said that the army and the paramilitary  “work together, talk to one 

another, and have coffee breaks in the same places” (El Tiempo, September 23, 

2001).   

                                                 
259 In an interview with Caracol channel, Major General Galan Rodriguez said that the alleged 
connection between the military and the AUC is “a premeditated strategy. You have heard me talk 
frequently about a planned strategy which aims to lower the army’s fighting morale, tarnish its 
prestige locally and abroad (.)” Caracol, February 13, 98  
260 A part from General Usgategui who was arrested in connection with the massacre of 
Mapiripan, in January of 2001 the Attorney General’s office ordered the detention of Col. Alfonso 
Hani. Hani was commander of the Palace Batallion in Buga when the paramilitaries carried out an 
attack against civilians in a locality proximate to the same municipality and the army did nothing 
to assist. In October of 2000 President Pastrana purged the military firing the Navy cupola and 
four generals. In 2001 Pastrana fired 388 members of the military for human rights violations, 
among whom a number of officers. 
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  Recently, the military has undergone a major reform so as to increase its 

efficiency and effectiveness. This was born in part out of the lack of confidence 

caused by a series of embarrassing defeats against the FARC, and substantially 

out of the incentives offered by the United States261. The reform concerned four 

main points. First, communication equipment such as radios and cellular 

telephones was disbursed to provide army units in the field with a timely alert 

system. Second, the military’s operational capacity was increased with the 

purchase of transportation helicopters (UH1H and UH2H as well as Black Hawks) 

and aerial gun ships 262. Third, greater emphasis was placed on the crucial role of 

intelligence such as through the use of listening posts and human intelligence. In a 

nutshell, by rapidly mobilizing troops and concentrating the appropriate amount 

of combat power at a specific objective, the army addressed basic weaknesses in 

the battlefield such as “having troops untrained in jungle combat, sent out with 

little back-up on the basis of poor intelligence against an underestimated enemy” 

(The Economist, March 98). 

  Forth, a significant effort to professionalize the armed forces is still 

undergoing. Furthermore, increasing the number of soldiers by 20,000 is thought 

                                                 
261 A high ranking military official at the United States Embassy in Bogota told me that the 
Embassy was heavily involved in helping the Colombian Army to create a more effective strategy 
to achieve more positive results in the battlefield. 
262  The army has created a special force called “Fuerza de Despliegue Rapido” (Rapid 
Deployment Unit) and a Joint Force in the South (“Fuerza de Tarea Conjunta del Sur”) to increase 
their capacity in the South where the guerrilla is stronger.  
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to improve the performance in the battlefield263. Before this reform, the army only 

had about 120,000 soldiers, which are much too few to confront a guerrilla of 

26,000 (FARC and ELN), let alone a conflict on two fronts with the guerillas and 

the paramilitaries.  The recent successes of the military in the battlefield are a 

proof of the positive impact of the reforms at the battlefield level. The Army has 

conducted at least eight major operations since the beginning of 2000264.   

 Recently, the number successful operations against the paramilitary forces 

have also increased, which suggests that the reforms increased the confidence in 

the ability of this institution to fight and perhaps lead to the development a more 

independent army.  Apart from the arrests of several AUC leaders265, the army has 

conducted successful operations against this organization. Before the reforms 

were enacted only two clashes had occurred between the AUC and the military: in 
                                                 
263 The main problems with the system prior to these reforms were the following: 1) soldiers 
could not be fully trained due to the time constraints imposed by being in the service for only one 
year; 2) soldiers were not able to acquire much experience due to limited time spent on the 
battlefield; 3) the expenses (in terms of money and inefficiency) that these system imposed on the 
military were quite significant because they required at least 30% of the personnel to be in schools 
at all times. 
264 These are: “Operacion Fortaleza” (April 2000);  “Operacion Aniquilador II” (October 2000); 
discovery of the ELN sanctuary in Jamundi (October 2000); “Operacion Berlin” (January 2001); 
“Operacion Bolivar”, “Operacion Tsunami”; Operacion Apocalipsis (August 2001); “Operacion 7 
de Agosto” (august 2001) and a simultaneous offensive in the departments of Tolima, Meta, and 
Antioquia. 
265 In October 2001 the police captured Luis Miguel Hidalgo, alias Raton, who was high ranking 
paramilitary commander in Meta. In Santander, the fifth brigade under commander Col. Miguel 
Angel Jimenez captured various paramilitary commanders such as alias “ Salomon” commander of 
Magdalena Medio, “Junacho Prada” commander in Southern Cesar, and the leaders of the 
financial and intelligence committees Otalora and Tarra. The Colombian version of the FBI, the 
DAS captured alias “Mochacabezas”, who was known to be the 4th most important men in the 
AUC in Bogota. He was involved in the massacres of Mapiripan and Puerto Alvira where 35 
people died 
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Segovia (Antioquia) in August 1997, which lead to the capture of 14 self-defense 

members; and in Unguia (Choco) in January 1998 where the first two casualties 

occurred. However, already in 2000, 36 members of AUC died due to battlefield 

activity.  Finally, the military have also conducted 32 operations against 

paramilitary units around the demilitarized zone in the first eight months of 2000, 

where 35 members of the AUC and 3 members of the Armed Forces (Fuerza de 

Tarea Conjunta-Sur) lost their lives 266.    

In sum, the increased strength of the paramilitary threatened the collapse 

of the existing balance of power.  However, the alliance of the FARC with the 

ELN, and the stricter separation of the military from the paramilitary forces has 

avoided the system becoming two sided, allowing for the structure of the conflict 

to be maintained, albeit at a higher level of intensity relative to the 1990s267. 

Finally, Colombia remains grossly divided into three areas under the control of 

different groups (FARC and ELN vs. the AUC vs. the state) with comparable 

strength.   

 

                                                 
266 The data comes from the Joint Command of the Armed Forces (D-3)  
267 Already in 98, an IISS report concluded with this prediction “ The military is unable to defeat 
the guerrillas, yet the rebels lack the political support or armaments to take power. Moreover, what 
was once a two-sided insurgency against the state has become a multipolar war with many armed 
actors.” IISS Vol.4, Issue 5, June 1998. 
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BATTLEFIELD DEATHS  
 In this section of the chapter I measure the intensity of fighting by 

considering the number of battlefield deaths. Assuming that higher levels of 

fighting generally produce an elevated number of battlefield deaths, a low number 

of battlefield deaths should indicate that fighting between opponents is limited.   

Table 12: Battlefield Deaths 

YEAR  1995  1996  1997  1998  1999  

DEATHS  884  1128  1132  1131  1079 
   

Source: Department of Defense (D-3-operations) 268 

 

The table indicates that Colombian conflict only reached low levels of 

intensity between 1995 and 1999. In fact, it is unclear whether the probability of 

dying in the battlefield is any greater than the probability of dying outside of the 

battlefield, given the violent environment of Colombia. The only systematic 

statistical data on battlefield deaths available to me is that processed by the 

                                                 
268  Generally speaking the quality of the statistical tables is mediocre. The most significant 
problem is that the same information does not coincide between different tables, as it should. For 
example, one table reports that the number of military personnel killed in combat in 1999 was 370 
in one table and 466 in another one. The problem with this type of incongruence is that they do not 
allow for a through investigation and assessment of the situation, but only enable a superficial 
analysis that, I am afraid, can serve more as reference than proof. Perhaps the explanation for the 
quality of the data is that the Department of defense has only recently started to collect, analyze, 
and systematize this kind of data, and the personnel that is in charge of processing it has little 
experience and only moderate statistical training. Whatever the reason, the Department of  
Defense need to greatly improve their abilities in this area if they want to be able to credibly assert 
their position before the public.  Furthermore, it is not clear whether the battlefield deaths are 
strictly military or also civilian. 
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Colombian military.  From this, it appears that in the last decade (except for 1998) 

more soldiers have died outside of the battlefield than fighting. Moreover, in most 

years the soldiers who died while fighting were considerably less than those who 

died outside the battlefield. Moreover, most deaths outside of the battlefield fall 

under the category of homicides and suicides. Transit and firearm accidents, 

which are often the greatest cause of non-battlefield deaths (as experienced in the 

case of the US intervention in Afghanistan), are only secondary in the Colombian 

case.   

According to the available data, in the first eight months of the year 2000, 

122 combatants died in the battlefield while 218 died outside of the battlefield. Of 

these, 87 were homicides and 33 were suicides. Taking 2000 as a reference point, 

one may discover that for a member of the armed forces, the probability of dying 

in the battlefield is only 27% greater than that of committing suicide.    

 The table also indicates that this conflict has been characterized by its low 

intensity for several years, as mortality rates have not changed drastically at least 

since 1995 (the first year for which statistical data is available).  According to the 

conflict literature, an intrastate conflict can be considered a civil war when there 

are at least 1,000 battlefield deaths269. This figure suggests that the Colombian 

conflict only scarcely meets the qualification of civil war. This figure is even 

more puzzling when it is compared to battlefield deaths that occurred in 
                                                 
269 Small and Singer (82) 
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traditional civil wars.  For example, in the Zimbabwean civil war (1972-79) there 

were 12,000 battlefield deaths in five years, which means an average of 2,400 per 

year270. In El Salvador, which may be a case more comparable to the Colombian 

one, there were 10,000 battle related deaths the in seventeen months between July 

of 1979 and December of 1980271.  

The Commander of the Military Group at the United States Embassy in 

Bogota Colombia suggested this comparison to put data into perspective. During 

the Salvadoran conflict there were 10 battle related deaths per day during several 

years272. In the Colombian case, there have been about 3 deaths per day273, on 

average, between 1995 and 1999. If the Colombian conflict were as intense as the 

Salvadoran one, one should expect about 60 battle related deaths per day274. Table 

13 clearly shows that such is not the case.  

According to other parts of the definition of civil war discussed in chapter 

three 275 , the Colombian conflict may evade the definition altogether.  The 

paramilitary and the guerillas do not have the support of a substantial part of the 

                                                 
270 Data obtained from Table 13.2 in Small and Singer (82) 
271 ibid. 
272 The Military Group Commander had been assigned to El Salvador twice during the 1980’s. 
Furthermore, I found the same information reported in Stanley (86).  
273 Recently (in the last two years), the number of deaths has increased to five per day. El Tiempo, 
February 24, 2002.  
274 Colombia is bigger and more populous than El Salvador. 
275 Civil war is a costly contest of force between two or more organized groups who do not have 
exclusive sovereignty over the entire country, and where at least one of these is the state. 
Furthermore, the contest of force has the purpose of making the other opponent do something that 
he may otherwise not do.   
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population and rule largely by coercion and extortion. I explained that quite often 

those that live in areas under the control of one or the other group are obliged to 

obey and support the group that controls that area. Thus, it seems to me that the 

meager support that insurgent groups receive hardly confers to them the 

“sovereignty” in the sense understood in the definition276. 

The state is widely criticized, but most Colombians consider it a viable 

institution. Hence, while in the in the Colombian case there clearly is multiple 

sovereignty, this is hardly truly spontaneous. In the previous chapters (chapter six 

in particular), I have presented data (interviews), which strongly suggests that 

neither the guerrillas nor the paramilitaries are well accepted by the civilian 

population as a whole, or by local inhabitants, and the government is tolerated but 

hardly loved or supported.  

 The conflict literature has generally agreed on the definition of civil war, 

but scholars have paid particular attention to the quantitative requirements, though 

they disagree on which these should be.  The debate is how to count battlefield 

deaths. There is a strong current in this literature, which proposes to do away with 

the idea of battlefield deaths and to count total deaths, instead. Often, 

distinguishing between a supporter of a group, a civilian, and a combatant may be 

                                                 
276 This part of the definition is drawn from Tilly (1995). The meaning of sovereignty that Tilly 
intends is wholehearted coming directly from the people, and not imposed from above.  
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difficult; at times such distinction may be purposely blurred by attacks on 

civilians who opponents claim support their enemy.  

I advance the argument that deaths should be distinguished as much as 

possible into two main camps: fighting and violence. Fighting refers to military 

deaths. Violence refers to deaths that occur outside of the battlefield. These 

should be further divided into violence where civilians are used as proxy so as to 

weaken the opponent, and other types of violence that are unrelated to the 

battlefield. Examples of these are:  violence against members of the organization 

or the community that the organization controls, violence against individuals who 

attempt to change the status quo, and violence as propaganda. 

In the Colombian case, the predominance of different types of violence 

over fighting (between opponents) may indicate that violence is used to minimize 

the costs borne by opponents as their organizations continue to exist, unchanged, 

and provide benefits to their members. Finally, categorizing conflicts as civil wars 

when they are not may gravely distort the understanding of the conflict per se, and 

misguide the solutions that may be necessary to terminate it. 

 In conclusion, the low military budgets, the static character of the 

battlefield activities (i.e., limited engagements and unchanged balance of power), 

and the low number of battlefield deaths support the argument that the Colombian 

conflict only reaches low levels of intensity. Furthermore, the data supports the 
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contention that the intensity is purposely maintained low. First, monetary 

resources are available to increase the military expenditures of each group. 

Second, the number of engagements is limited through local, often individual 

agreements between opponents. At the same time, opponents chose parallel 

strategies (i.e., the guerrillas ambush, the army operates as if in a traditional war, 

and the paramilitary act mainly against civilians) that seem to limit the possibility 

of direct confrontation. Third, the alliances between opponents have shifted 

without changing the structure of the conflict (which remains multipolar) or the 

strength of opponent alliances. 

 Recently, the pressures of the international community (i.e., the 

denouncement of human rights abuses) and particularly the United States (i.e., 

counter narcotic activity and terrorism) modified the incentive structure of the 

Colombian conflict, which has induced the state to increase, albeit moderately, the 

intensity of fighting. Hence the necessity of the military reforms enacted in 2000. 

Perhaps the increased military strength and willingness to fight of the Colombian 

government as it is represented by the military, will increase the costs of conflict 

(in terms of battlefield deaths and military expenditures) for opponents to the 

point that the bargaining range will narrow to a point where reaching an 

agreement is possible.     
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VIOLENCE  
The analysis of the use of violence may be an important clue to understand 

the Colombian conflict in the last twenty years, to understand why the conflict has 

been prolonged for as long as it has, and ultimately what its purpose may be. In 

the absence of feasible formal agreements between the state and the insurgents 

and between the subversive groups, informal agreements have to be negotiated 

through fighting and enforced through violence. In the following lines I present 

statistics regarding the different forms that violence takes in Colombia. My data 

shows that violence against civilians achieves practical results that are similar to 

those that intense fighting would allow to achieve277, and is used much more 

frequently than fighting by the opponents.  In fact, fighting between opponents 

represents only less than one third of the occurrence of violence related to the 

conflict.  

Table 13: Episodes of Fighting and Violence Compared 

   1992-1995  1996-1998  1999 

EPISODES OF FIGHTING* 682   2286   709  

EPISODES OF VIOLENCE  2254   7524   2331 

* This sums all of the episodes where fire was exchanged but does not reflect the intensity of the fighting. 
Source: Fabio Sanchez, Professor of Economics the Universidad de Los Andes. 
 
 

                                                 
277 In chapter two, I explained that these are to conquer the territory and the support of the 
population. Fighting may also be used to increase unit cohesion.  
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The preponderance of violence over fighting is explained as an efficient 

way to prolong a conflict that has no apparent solution but that also benefits those 

that are involved in it, individually and as a group.  Violence transposes the costs 

of fighting from the opponents onto the civilian population in the form of 

selective deaths and massacres, destruction of the infrastructure, fear and 

migration.  Francis Deng, the UN Secretary General on Internal Displacement 

underlined this curios phenomenon in a recently released report in which he states 

that “displacement in Colombia is not only incidental to the armed conflict, but is 

also a deliberate strategy of war”278.   

Violence also allows opponents to enrich themselves through extortion, 

kidnapping and other illegal activities. Finally, violence allows organizations, 

which may otherwise decline, to survive. In this sense violence is an instrument of 

propaganda and a means to coerce lower ranking members of the organization and 

the community to continue to support the organization. However, as I will explain 

in the next chapter, ultimately violence further hinders the achievement of a 

negotiated end to the conflict becoming an end in itself rather than just a means.  

 

 

                                                 
278 Human Rights Watch Report 2000 
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MANIFESTATION OF VIOLENCE RELATED TO THE BATTLEFIELD  
 Here I examine the violence that occurs outside of the battlefield, but that 

it affects the battlefield situation. This is the type of violence that opponents may 

use to weaken one another, so as to make them do something that they would 

otherwise not do. The paramilitary have had notable success in using this method 

particularly in the Northwest and in Western Colombia. By eliminating supposed 

guerrilla supporters the paramilitaries thought that they would weaken the 

opponent’s organization. However, this may have backfired on them. Though 

they have increased their territorial control noticeably, they have not been able to 

foster much support in the community in that even those who supported them at 

first (such as landowners) eventually tired of their extortive practices. 

Below, I analyze the types of violence that the rural population has 

endured in the last few years. I obtained most of this data from my interviews 

with displaced people, from the written media and from the Colombian 

Department of Defense, as explained above.  

 

Deaths 
Massacres and disappearances are carried out methodically as armed 

groups make incursions into villages with lists in their hands and. Once the 

victims are identified, they are separated from the rest of the community, shot at, 

or butchered with knives.  In the last few years, massacres in Colombia have 
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become greater in number and crueler. They approximate in their astonishing 

fierce the brutality committed by the Liberal and Conservative gangs during La 

Violencia, some of which I have narrated in Chapter four.  The objective of 

massacres is to diffuse terror in the towns where they are executed so as to 

achieve the disheartened support of the villagers and thus conquer that territory. 

Another objective of the massacres is to eliminate great numbers of inhabitants 

that, in the opinion of the group executing the massacre, could otherwise organize 

and detain its expansion. 

Massacres are not the only tactic used by subversive groups to conquer 

territory easily. Large numbers of selective killings and disappearances, which are 

rarely reported to the authorities for fear of persecutions, also take place. These 

often occur at night and in isolated areas (not publicly, like the massacres). Men 

in camouflage trespass into the houses of their victims, kill them, and intimidate 

the rest of the family, who usually spontaneously leaves the area immediately 

after the fact. A number of my interviewees recounted their personal tragedies in 

ways similar to the basic description that I just narrated. The extreme irony of 

their tales is that many do not know who their persecutors were or why they were 

being victimized, which actually seems to defeat the alleged purpose of the 

opponents for carrying out such massacres –to lower the support for the opponent 

among the civilian population.      
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Not surprisingly, the location of the massacres coincides with the general 

areas where strategic and profitable territories are located, which are also the sites 

where the armed conflict is occurring, but at a lower intensity. The departments 

where most massacres have occurred are the Magdalena Medio (Bolivar-123 

victims in 25 massacres, Santander-72 victims in 17 massacres, Eastern 

Antioquia-467 victims in 109 massacres, and Norte de Santander-198 victims in 

31 massacres), Cauca (50 victims in 13 massacres), and Valle del Cauca (135 

victims in 34 massacres), Tolima (44 victims in 12 massacres), and Caqueta (58 

victims in 11 massacres) (Figure 2) 279. Barrancabermeja in Magdalena Medio is 

an exemplar case of how the FARC and ELN on one side and the AUC on the 

other are using violence against civilians to make strides in their domain over the 

oil-rich city. Between December and August of 2000, 366 people were killed in 

this city of 300,000 inhabitants280, which converts to around 183 individuals per 

100,000 inhabitants per year –more than double the national average, and 22 

times that of the United States.   

The FARC, EPL and ELN are centered in the oriental neighborhoods of 

the city while the paramilitary dominate the central areas; they both attack people 

that they suspect aid the opponent. The unfortunate victims of violence in 

Barrancabermeja are often taxi drivers who, for obvious reasons, move in and out 

                                                 
279 Semana, May 1, 2000 
280 El Tiempo, August 22, 2001 
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of different areas of the city, making them as prime suspects of being informants 

(for the opponent group).  Meanwhile, the government is largely inactive and 

limits itself to observe while the attacks on the civilian population became a 

routine that townspeople unwillingly learn to cope with.  The only public 

statement made by the mayor of Barrancabermeja in regards to the killings came 

after repeated demands on the part of the population to address the problem and 

was limited to these words:  

“ Even if a greater number of military came to the city, the increasing 
violence of the conflict will not cease. A political exit is necessary 
whereby the government and the leaders of the subversive groups sit down 
to talk.” -Elkin David Bueno, Mayor of Barrancabermeja281 

 
  

Following the achievement of control over the territory and the 

elimination of individuals that the ruling organization considers suspects, the 

group seeks to gain the support of the community, sometimes even through the 

construction of minimal infrastructure such as some schools and hospitals. Even 

the AUC, known for its atrocious violations of human rights, has recently begun 

to spend several thousands of dollars in the poorest neighborhoods of 

Barrancabermeja. Indeed, violence is not only used to conquer targeted areas but 

also to capture by imposition or default the support of people that in any case do 

not have access to the services that they expect the government to provide.  

                                                 
281 El Tiempo, June 30, 2000 
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 The actual number of civilian homicides related to the conflict is uncertain 

and impossible to calculate with precision in an environment such as the 

Colombian rural areas282. The data regarding massacres is more readily available 

because of the coverage that they often achieve due to the levels of cruelty with 

which they are perpetrated. Thus, even though basing any conclusions on the 

number of civilian deaths due to massacres clearly under represents the total 

number of civilian deaths, these numbers clearly indicate that civilian conflict-

related deaths are more numerous than battlefield deaths, and that the gap 

between the two is widening (Table 14)283.   

Table 14: Civilian and Battlefield Deaths Compared 

  1995  1996  1997  1998  1999 

 
MASSACRES 607  821  1428  1366  1865 
 
BATTLE    884  1128  1132  1131  1079 
Source: Defensoria del Pueblo 

 

Internal Migration 
Selective homicides and massacres are definitely the most shocking and 

alarming instruments of violence against civilians in Colombia; however, the 

                                                 
282 For example, a source reports that in 1997 there were 2,183 civilian deaths, more than double 
the battlefield deaths. 
283 Battlefield deaths are generally considered optimal indicators of the costs of fighting. 
Assuming that the loss of combatants is among the highest expenses for an army, the higher the 
number of battlefield deaths is, the greater the costs are expected to be.   
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agony suffered by the displaced people who constantly fear for their lives is also 

quite great. The displaced abandon their homes and towns with no belongings and 

undertake travailed journeys in often-unfamiliar lands where the fear of 

persecution fails to subside. These are sometimes women with young children, 

sometimes men, sometimes entire families. In the last decade alone more than 2 

million Colombians have became displaced and only a small percentage of these 

has returned home. Most live in absolute poverty in makeshift shantytowns 

around large metropolitan areas.  Codhes, a Colombian NGO, reported that there 

were 134,000 displaced people in 1999, and 308,000 in 1998, 20% more than 

in1997284.  Moreover, the United States Committee for Refugees reported that 

overall there are at least 1.8 million people who were forcibly displaced in 

Colombia between 80,000 and 105,000 Colombian refugees in Venezuela, 

Ecuador and Panama.  

The response of the government in dealing with the displaced people has 

been lukewarm, at best. Although the government passed a law to assist the 

forcibly displaced in 97 (Law 387), it has been overall unable to manage such 

massive influx of refugees into the cities and larger towns. For example, the 

government promised a minimum subsidy to all of the displaced families in order 

to facilitate their settlement process; however, the actual disbursement of the 

moneys has been slow and not uniform as some people receive the cash rather 
                                                 
284 Human Rights Watch Report 2000 
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quickly while the majority gets paid only after several months or not at all. Finally, 

in 1999 the Constitutional Court declared that the state had “failed to enforce the 

law [referring to Law 387] and was in violation of its duties”285.  

The situation for refugees has not improved in the last few years.  Many of 

the displaced people that I interviewed commented that they had not received any 

assistance from the government, even if they had been proactive in dealing with 

the Kafkian bureaucracy of the state. Often refugees would ask me to interpret a 

letter that had been issued to them. Receiving the letter is the first step to 

government aid; however, often no further steps occur.  

The neglect of the government is not only due to lack of cash or to the 

inefficient and overly bureaucratic procedures of the state: sometimes the neglect 

is purposeful as Deng’s report alleges.  For example, during my interviews with 

the displaced from the demilitarized zone, I learned that some members of 

Congress failed to honor the promise to ensure protection in exchange for 

information about the activities carried out by the FARC in the area286.  

 

 

                                                 
285 Human Rights Watch Report, 2000 
286 Actually, when they returned to the Congress to inquire about their end of the deal, their 
request to speak with the Congressmen that had made the promise was denied and they were asked 
to leave. The gravity of the case, besides the overt lack of compliance of the government, is that 
my informants had exposed themselves publicly as their revelations were published and the 
hearing broadcasted, thus their only gain at the end of the deal was increased insecurity. 
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MANIFESTATIONS OF VIOLENCE NOT DIRECTLY RELATED TO THE BATTLEFIELD 

Much of the violence in the Colombian conflict has no relevance in terms of 

balance of power; that is, making the opponent do something that he would 

otherwise not do.  Violence is used to achieve other purposes that assure the 

survival of the organization. 

Insecurity and propaganda  
 Violence is used to promote a feeling of insecurity among people, who in 

turn find themselves obliged to request the protection of an armed group.  

Examples of insecurity are loss of life, pain and suffering, and the impact of 

material damages on the environment and on people’s life style. Costs of this 

nature that are associated to the conflict in Colombia are death, the emotional 

damages associated with being kidnapped or having someone close kidnapped, 

being subject to robbery of personal property such as cars and trucks, jewelry, 

cash or animals, and becoming displaced.  These pose a security threat to the 

entire society.  Gangs ran a protection racket in that they offer services that would 

not be necessary if they did not exist in the first place. If follows that, in order for 

the gangs to continue to exist, violence has to be perceived as an imminent and 

constant threat; hence the promotion of violence and havoc in areas immediately 

outside of a gang’s immediate control is “good for business”. 
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Table 15: Instances of Insecurity 

  1995  1996  1997  1998  1999 
 
#  MASSACRES  607  821  1428  1366  1865 
 
# BATTLE DEATHS 884  1128  1132  1131  1079 
 
# KIDNAPPINGS* -  -  845  1253  1317  
 
# DISPLACEMENT -  -  246000  308000  134000 
 
# OIL PIPELINES 73  101  96  192  478 
  
 
# EXTORTIONS** -  -  -  729  1155 
Source: Massacres and Battlefield deaths as Table 5 here above, Kidnappings and Extortion data 
obtained from the National Police (Gaula Section), Displacements data obtained from Human 
Rights Watch Reports, and Oil Pipeline data obtained from Ecopetrol (security section)  
* These refer to the kidnappings executed by the opponents, excluding the action of criminals 
* Only a small percentage of extortions are reported to the police. Also the amount of kidnappings 
is actually higher than that reported to the police as some people think that getting the police 
involved may hinder the solution of the crime rather than favor it.  
 
 

The data indicates that the levels of insecurity produced by the conflict 

have increased drastically in the luster between 1995 and 2000. Massacres have 

tripled, attacks to oil pipelines have increased fourfold, and displacements and 

kidnapping have grown as well.  

 

 

VIOLENCE AS PROFIT 
Violence against civilians is also used to make a profit. Table 16 (below) 

shows that a good part of the costs that individuals incur due to the conflict, 

correspond to the profit of the subversion. It follows that (paradoxically) the 

population is partially financing the conflict, though the majority of income for all 
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of the subversive groups derives from the production and commercialization of 

narcotic products. 

Table 16: Monetary Costs of Conflict (1999)287 

AGENTS FARC ELN AUC 

NARCOTRAFFICK 112,970,853.00 21,338,584.00 300,000,000.00 

EXTORTION 12,926,829.00 N/A 73,800,000.00 

KIDNAPPING                31,185,000.00 43,480,000.00 24,000.00 

CATTLE RUSTLING 19,370,000.00 7,500,000.00 0.00 

ROBBERY 837,876.00 145,378.00 0.00 

TOTAL 177,290,558.00 72,463,962.00  373,824,000.00 

EXPENDITURES 52,173,000.00 15,419,850.00   31,800,000.00 

PROFITS 65,117,558.00 57,044,112.00   342,024,000.00 
 
Note: These values have been converted into dollars at US1=2,000 pesos 

 ** Source: Gaula *** Source: Carlos Carstano, Auc leader. Interview with Channel RCN, August 8, 2000 
 

 In addition to the costs reported above, which are mainly individual, 

civilians also pay through their taxes additional costs, such as repairs for oil 

pipeline288 and energy towers that are destroyed by subversives attacks and the 

                                                 
287 Reproduced from Table 5 in Ch5  
288 According to Ecopetrol, in 1999 alone the damage caused by terrorist actions amounted to 14.9 
million dollars  
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subsidy to the displaced. The basic costs for the displaced just between 1999 and 

2000 amounts to more than 35 million dollars289.  

VICTIMS OF PEACE 
 Violence is also exercised against the very people that attempt to promote 

peace or begin an open discussion on the conflict. In this sense violence is used to 

maintain the status quo. On one hand, all opponents in the Colombian conflict 

publicly sustain that they would only accept a negotiated settlement that is 

supported and proposed by the people; on the other, the peace process seems 

extremely controlled by the agenda of those that are engaged in it. In fact, 

civilians that make independent proposal are persecuted and often killed. 

Generally speaking there are at least three groups that tend to publicly discuss 

issues that affect a conflict: journalists, academics, and activists.  

Journalists 
  In Colombia these groups have been severely damaged by the actions of 

all three of the opponents. In October of 2000, Raul Reyes of the FARC 

denounced that the media did not contribute to the peace process meaning that the 

FARC has been targeting newsmen in an attempt to silence any revelation that 

                                                 
289 The state gives to every displaced family a minimum of USD 900 to finance its basic needs 
(estimated to be composed of six members) for the first six months of their displacement. 
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may damage their public image as defenders of the people290.  The Association of 

Reporters Without Borders denounced the actions of all three of the subversive 

organizations, the FARC, the ELN and the AUC. Journalists were attacked not 

only by the subversive groups but also by the state291.  Similarly, the World 

Association of the printed Media has confirmed repeatedly that Colombia is 

among the most dangerous countries for newsmen. According to this association, 

in 1999, Colombia shared the third place with Nigeria regarding the number of 

journalists killed, and was only preceded by Yugoslavia (20 deaths) and Sierra 

Leone (10 deaths). Among the most notable recent cases are the death of the 

political humorist Jaime Garzon (allegedly by the state), and of Mireya Alvarez 

Martinez, the director of a small newspaper, the exile of Fancisco “Pacho” Santos 

(allegedly by the FARC), a bomb-book delivered to Plinio Apuleyo Mendoza 

(allegedly by the ELN), and the rapture and beating of Jineth Bedoya (allegedly 

by the AUC).   

Perhaps even more disconcerting than the violence against journalists is 

the impunity that surrounds these crimes. Even in the cases where investigative 

                                                 
290 Though the guerrilla is quick to denounce abuses that other organizations commit as against 
the international Human Rights Laws, the FARC has repeatedly also dismissed International 
Humanitarian Law as “a bourgeoisie concept”, and organizations whose reports they used to quote 
and use in their favor to abase their opponents are seen as the hands of “Yankee interventionism” 
in disguise (to use the words of Manuel Marulanda) when they denounce the criminal action of the 
organization. 
291 For example the cases of Ernesto Acera Cadena in December 1995 where the ex-congressmen 
Carlos Alberto Oviedo was implicated, though absolved, and the case of Carlos Ajud Catalan in 
1993 which implicates the mayor of Barranquilla as the intellectual author of the killing.  
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teams are effective, the justice system seems to fail to prosecute and condemn 

those who are incriminated. By so doing, the Colombian state de facto absolves 

these crimes and fails to carry out one of its main duties, which is to assure the 

protection of its citizens.   

Intellectuals 
Another group under the scrutiny of opponents is the intellectual 

community. Traditionally intellectual freedom was respected in Colombia, but 

that is no longer the case. Already in 1999, Alfredo Molano whose comprehensive 

work on the colonization of rural Colombia I have used in this dissertation, was 

threatened by Carlos Castano, and ultimately forced to seek refuge in Spain where 

he still resides. Later on the same year, Hernan Henao was killed by intruders at 

the University of Antioquia where he taught sociology and anthropology. Henao 

was actively involved in understanding peace and war, bringing together scholars 

and community leaders to work in some of the most violent neighborhoods of 

Medellin. Also in May of 1999, Juan Tokatlian of the University of Los Andes 

returned to his native country of Argentina after a projectile shot from the street 

penetrated the ceiling of his apartment.  

The list continues with the unfortunate death of Jose Antonio “Chucho” 

Bejarano, an instrumental player in the peace process of the 1980s. He was killed 

as he exited a lecture hall at the National University in Bogota where he taught 
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economics.  In September of the same year the historian Dario Betancourt was 

found dead after abductors had disappeared him as he was walking home one 

evening. Human Rights Watch reports that   

 “None of the cases had been solved at the time of writing, but family 
members and colleagues of the victims believed that they were targeted 
for political reasons by either paramilitaries-which were often linked with 
the armed forces-or opposition guerrillas.” 292 

 
 
Finally, Eduardo Pizarro was forced to leave the country after gunmen on a 

motorcycle wounded him gravely in front of his apartment. Many other 

intellectuals have resolved to act preemptively taking refuge in North American 

and European Universities. Those who continue to live in Colombia live a 

secluded life and are more reticent then ever before to vocalize their opinions and 

to debate293. Finally, the academic environment, which in Colombia has always 

been effervescent, is now so timid that professors do not even post their names on 

doors to avoid being found.  

 

Activists 
 Individuals who, because of their position or interest exercise independent 

judgment in ways opposed to the status quo are also promptly silenced. For 

                                                 
292 Human rights Watch internet site on violence against intellectuals. 
293 For more information on this subject see Analisis Politico (Spring 2000).   
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example, Piedad Cordoba head of Senate Human Rights Commission and Leader 

of the Liberal party was forced to seek refuge in 1999 due to menaces probably 

coming from the extreme right (paramilitary).  Similarly, Congressmen Diego 

Turbay, president of the Representative Chamber and President of the Peace 

Commission was murdered by the FARC. Ironically, his replacement, Jairo 

Hernando Rojas, was gunned down in September of 2001 by the AUC.   Turbay 

and Rojas’ murders are significant cases precisely because they lead the Peace 

Commission in the Representative Chamber.  

I interviewed two Senators who worked on the formulation of a new law 

of national defense in order to gain insight on the level of involvement of 

Congress in the peace process. From these interviews, I learned that President 

Pastrana created Peace Commission in both Houses so as to foment discussions 

regarding possible negotiation agreements as well as to foster support for the 

peace process; however, the Congressional Commission in the Senate is largely 

inactive 294 , while the Commission in the Representative Chamber is only 

moderately active. In any case, even moderate activism rendered it a threat in the 

eyes of those who oppose peace, but pretend to foster it through the enactment of 

peace processes.  

                                                 
294 The same senator sustains that the only time in which Congressmen became interested is when 
one of them is kidnapped, but otherwise not many are interested in the subject of peace. For 
example, only one forth of the Senators were present when topics related to peace and security 
were discussed on September 4, 2001  
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Moreover, two of the major recent events against activists were the 

homicide of Freddy Gallego and Luis Fernando Alrcon leaders of the Peace 

Community of Aguachica 295 , and the disappearance of three employees of 

ASFADES, an NGO that legally represents political prisoners.  Finally, several 

NGOs closed their doors under the pressure of threats mainly from the extreme 

right but also from the left. 

Internal Violence 

Finally, an important and often overlooked instance of violence is that 

among members of an organization and against members of the community under 

the control of the organization. I will focus my discussion here on the most 

important ideas, since I have extensively discussed this type of violence in 

chapters five and six296.  

My interviews with the guerrillas and the displaced people clearly exposed 

the environment of fear, mistrust and suspicion that the rank and file and the 

peasants live in. The rank and file repeatedly mentioned that soon after they 

joined the organization their hopes of “doing something good for Colombia” or of 

“belonging” were replaced by anger, a sense of betrayal, and fear. They quickly 

realized that being in the guerrillas was not conducive to helping the peasants- 

they said- so members had to readjust their hopes and aspirations to what the 

environment could offer.  
                                                 
295 This was an initiative sustained by various NGOs including REDEPAZ and supported by the 
European Union in 100 municipalities of the country that declare their “neutrality” before the war. 
296 Please refer to Chapter 5 pp 22-23 and Chapter 6 pp19-20 and 32-50 
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This is how may decided to climb the corporate ladder of the subversive 

organization they had joined.  Competition among the rank and file was described 

to me as being so fierce that little comradeship could ever be formed. In fact, 

combatants would turn one another in to the commander for personal reasons, 

often causing the person’s death in a “war council”.  My informants consistently 

repeated that they did could not criticize the organization, or vent their discontent 

for fear of being turned in to the commander. The word “war council” was 

mentioned in every single interview, which denotes just how widespread fear is 

among the rank and file.  Indeed, individuals were obliged to live a solitary life, 

though they lived in a community.  

The surprisingly high level of violence (psychological and physical) in an 

organization that most people join voluntarily is puzzling. Internal violence can 

only be logically explained in two ways. First, violence may be a reaction of the 

higher echelons of the organization to reinforce their declining authority as 

leaders. Recruiting difficulties and low levels of unit cohesion are a threat to the 

very existence of the organization. The use of force may be a solution, albeit 

temporary, to render the organization internally viable.  

Second, violence may be used to discipline members who break the rules 

so as to maintain unit cohesion through force. In this sense violence may be used 

to prevent the rank and file from taking advantage of certain situations for 

personal gain, while allowing the higher echelons to pursue their aspirations. In 

other words violence may be used to enforce the differential application of the 
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internal regulations to different members of the organization, so as to allow 

leaders to pursue their interests while keeping the rank and file at bay297. 

A few informants mentioned that instead of helping the peasants -which is 

supposedly the reason for which the guerillas exist- the organization kills them or 

treats them poorly. Human Rights watch has reported that the FARC consistently 

commits human rights abuses against civilians who refuse to follow their orders. 

This organization also reported that the FARC does not conduct free and fair trials 

of civilians in the demilitarized zone, but practices a sort of Kangaroo law298. The 

peasants themselves have repeatedly denounced the abuses of the guerillas (and of 

the paramilitary) in the form of extortion, forced recruitment of family members, 

coercion and intimidation. 

Certainly one cannot deduce that the subversion’s priority is to cultivate a 

following among the peasants or that the organization depends on the peasants in 

any meaningful way, otherwise their attitude would be more conciliatory and less 

adversarial. One must induce, then that the subversion is trying to impose the 

support of the peasants, which it would otherwise not have, through the use of 

force.  

The high financial capacity of the Colombian subversion has rendered 

them autonomous from the support of the people, hence independent and able to 

expand rapidly. However, the high financial capacity has also meant that the 

people have relatively low bargaining power, and high constrains to organizing 

                                                 
297 Gangs act in a similar way. See for example Jankowski, 1991:160-161 
298 Human Rights Watch Report , 2000  
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alternative sources of protection. It follows that keeping the peasant subdued 

might not be as costly as one would think 299 , particularly in a violent 

environment where the presence of a violent environment where the scarce 

protection of one group may be the only (thus best) protection around. Ironically, 

the persistence of violence renders calculative groups viable and allows them to 

survive unchanged in the long run. Perhaps if the number of organizations 

competing for the territory were less, each may be forced to become more 

responsive to the inhabitants of the areas under their control300.   

“However, any time physical force is viewed as necessary to maintain 

control of the neighborhood, this indicates that the gang an organization is 

experiencing a crisis.” writes Jankowski (91:164) about a gang’s use of violence 

against the residents of the community301. The same argument can successfully be 

made for the Colombian guerrillas, who having lost their political Zen with the 

fall of the Soviet Union and having ostracized the civilian population might have 

become a redundant organization. Perhaps if the subversion had remained 

dependent on the people and had retained a predominant normative character, it 

would still be seen as a viable political alternative by a large section of Colombian 

society. That opportunity was lost.  

                                                 
299 See for example Hardin (950 and Skaperdas () 
300 I introduced this argument in chapter one when I discuss potential difference between the “old 
gangs” of the Middle Ages which became the modern states, and today’s gangs.  
301 Talking about the relationship with the community, a gang member said: “Then there was this 
time when we wasn’t getting help from the community. Two times the police came and there were 
people who did not tell us when they saw them and two of our brothers got arrested. So we had to 
stop that shit, so we went over to their houses and roughed them up some. You know just to give 
them a message. But the whole thing backfired because after that the whole community stopped 
helping us and that was when we started to go under” (Jankowski, 91: 165)  
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“ There are many commanders that developed in the war. The exercise of 
war makes one forget about politics” – a guerrilla informant   

 

GENERALIZED VIOLENCE 
 The fact that only about one sixth of the 26,000 homicides in Colombia is 

related to the conflict is counterintuitive and puzzling. Why is there so much 

violence in Colombia? Though this is only a tangential matter for the purposes of 

my dissertation, the sheer level of violence compel me to investigate further and 

to wonder whether there is a link between the high number of homicides and the 

presence of a conflict that is characterized by primarily calculative groups.  

Preliminary data leads me to hypothesize that generalized violence might be the 

result of two interconnected factors: the criminalization of the conflict, and the 

demobilization of armies. These depend and prosper from the weakness and 

unaccountability of the state, which renegades on the fulfillment of its primary 

duty, the protection of its supporters.  Paradoxically, this discovery brings me to a 

full circle in history, and to conclude like Gabriel Garcia Marquez does in his 

masterpiece that nothing has really changed in the last 100 years in the country of 

Magic Realism. 

 The level of violence in Colombia has risen dramatically in the decade of 

the 90s largely due to the exigency of narcotrafficking, and particularly under the 

watchful eye of Pablo Escobar. Narcotraffick inherently escalates the violence 
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because it is an illegal activity and thus cannot be regulated by the state. It follows 

that those involved in it have to find agreements outside the realm of the justice 

system, which means that agreements must be enforced through violence. 

Furthermore, again due to its illegality, narcotrafficking also forces organizations 

to fight against the state also outside of the justice system and through violence.  

In the years following the death of Pablo Escobar in 1993, the dissolution 

of the large cartels, and the return of the narcotic production to Colombia, the 

subversive movements have become progressively more involved with 

narcotrafficking. If the assumptions about narcotrafficking lay out above are true, 

than one can only expect the levels of violence to be quite high, even if subversive 

groups instead of narcos carry this out. However, narcotrafficking did not simply 

shift from the cartels to the subversion. It actually expanded to these, augmenting 

the total number of people involved in the business of violence, and thus in 

increasing the competition for a hefty “piece of the pie”.   

In an interview with Gonzalo de Francisco, I have learned that the gangs 

that in the past were employed by Pablo Escobar and other narcotraffickers found 

themselves suddenly and perhaps unexpectedly without employment and at a 

fortuitous moment for the fate of coca in Colombia.  Many solved this personal 

dilemma by becoming independent entrepreneurs in the criminal business, often 

working for the subversives or for the highest bidder.  Moreover, many of these 
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gangs have agreements with the guerrillas and the paramilitaries who often do not 

have the necessary experience or contacts in the larger cities, where most profit 

from criminality occurs. General Castro of the kidnapping section of the national 

police (Gaula) explained that in the case of the guerrillas, when either the Estado 

Mayor of a front decides to kidnap a certain person or persons, they often contract 

out the operation to a local band and pay a pre-established amount to the 

executioners.  The General concluded that much of the work attributed to criminal 

organizations in Colombia today is in fact, the business of the guerrillas. 

Another example is the “armies” created by Rodriguez Gacha and Escobar 

to protect their lands from the incursions of the guerrillas.  These have now 

become the paramilitaries. Demobilizing any army is an arduous and largely 

unsuccessful task if members’ reinsertion into society is not motivated and 

facilitated by the state, because the skills of violence are often the only ones that 

the members of the armies possess, and thus they join criminal bands or become 

use violent means to accomplish a variety of goals. 

For example, in Nicaragua and El Salvador (or South Africa) signing the 

peace accords has not brought the expected and cherished illusion of peace. In 

Nicaragua dismantled factions of the old guerrilla fight under the name of 

“recompas” (literally, “once again comrade”) against the “recontras” (literally, 

“once again contras”). In El Salvador, demobilization gave access to an 
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unprecedented number of arms to anybody who has the cash to purchase them. 

Not surprisingly, much of the available weaponry ended up in the hands of those 

who have ill intentions. 

Finally, the lack of an accountable justice system where crimes are 

investigated, culprits are found and castigated independently of social class, status 

and money, necessarily brings havoc and ultimately anarchy to a country. That is 

because certain individuals will want to impose their will: others will have to join 

them in order to provide for their own security while others yet will join other 

strongmen to increase theirs. This is the story of Colombia.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

Concluding Remarks 

 
 

“This war has no political relevance” 

-Camilo Echandia, ex member of the Peace Commission Office 

 
 

 This dissertation explains why intrastate conflicts may persist beyond the 

point where agreements are expected. I have argued that the prolongation of 

certain conflicts may be tied to the character of the groups involved in them, and 

ultimately to the source of their finances. The high financial capacity of certain 

groups affects the character of their organization, altering their goals and 

inhibiting the likelihood of negotiating an end to the conflict.   

All groups seek, primarily, to preserve themselves and to fulfill the 

aspirations of their members. In intrastate conflicts, groups exhibit one of two 

characters depending on their orientations: calculative or normative. Calculative 

groups are primarily profit-oriented; normative groups are driven primarily by the 

desire to demand redress of the grievances of the community to which they 

belong. 
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Conflicts where at least one of the opponent groups is calculative may be 

prolonged because no feasible agreement between opponents exists.  There may 

be no agreements that would allow such groups to survive unchanged and their 

members to continue to receive tangible benefits in exchange for their 

participation. However, in the absence of viable formal agreements and given the 

high costs of sustained conflict, informal and local agreements may instead be 

sought. These agreements are sustained through different forms of violence.  

Violence is aimed at maintaining the status quo by minimizing the occurrence of 

fighting between opponents, which can be quite costly, while using civilians as a 

proxy to neutralize opposition.  Violence is also used to achieve financial gains, to 

discipline challenging members of the organization, and to impose their authority 

on the community that lives in the areas they control.  

The prolongation of the Colombian conflict is the result of the 

development of subversive groups in isolated areas of the country where natural 

resources are present. Groups who enjoy the control over natural resources have a 

high financial capacity, which allows them to preserve themselves and to fulfill 

the tangible incentives of their members, but ultimately hinders the possibility of 

finding a viable compromise. In reality, then, the continuation of the conflict at a 

low intensity becomes a de facto agreement from which opponents do not easily 

stray.   



 378 

   Finding a compromise when the source of finances is illegal adds an 

additional level of complexity that further narrows the bargaining range. The 

illegal nature of the resources or illegal commercialization of the resources affects 

reaching an agreement in three ways. First, the state may not be able or willing to 

negotiate on the illegality of certain behaviors or businesses particularly when 

these may impede it from maintaining law and order in society (for example, 

kidnapping).  Second, the relationship of the government with the external world 

limits the arena of possible options that the government and its opponents could 

otherwise agree on. At its extreme, then, this becomes a case where the issues at 

stake are in practice indivisible. Third, illegality of finances of the subversive 

groups renders any agreement unlikely to provide each of them with an acceptable 

solution; that is, a solution that would allow them to fulfill the aspirations of their 

members while at the same time also avoiding the death of their organization.  

The consequence of informal, personal, and local agreements, however, is 

that the status quo further debilitates the state, increasing the perception of its 

incapacity to fulfill its primary requirement, which is to protect its citizens. This 

circumstance, ironically, facilitates the creation of other gangs and vigilante 

groups, which paradoxically furthers the opportunity to profit from criminality.    

This chapter is divided into thee parts. In the first part, I consider how the 

general argument advanced in the dissertation may explain the duration of 
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conflicts comparable to the Colombian one. In the second part of the chapter I 

discuss possible solutions to the conflict. I conclude with a brief discussion of 

why my argument fairs better in explaining the Colombian conflict than the 

alternative explanations considered in chapter one and how it could make an 

valuable contribution to the conflict literature. 

 

COLOMBIA IN COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE 
 In this section of the chapter I test whether the theory developed in this 

dissertation can explain intrastate conflict in scenarios similar to the Colombian 

one.  I consider whether the presence of natural resources prolongs the conflict by 

offering members tangible benefits that allow them to fulfill their aspirations, thus 

rendering opponents groups profit-seeking.  The autonomy of groups that control 

natural resources renders them independent from the population, which eliminates 

the need for these groups to promote the satisfaction of people’s grievances. 

The results that I report below are preliminary, based on limited secondary 

research and no field work; however, they seem to support the theoretical 

framework that I advance. I present El Salvador and Angola as comparative cases. 

El Salvador and Angola were chose because they approximate two extremes on 

the calculative vs. normative continuum, while the Colombian conflict can be 

situated toward the calculative extreme, but not as far as El Salvador. The 
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difference between these is the presence of natural resources. Whereby in Angola 

and in Colombia both the state and its opponent control natural resources, in El 

Salvador neither did. However, while in Angola the state depends almost 

exclusively from the revenues from oil, in Colombia the population is still the 

primary source of finances for the state. 

 

El Salvador 
The lack of natural resources in El Salvador did not provide the insurgents 

or the government with a high financial capacity, which lead to a timely military 

escalation once the guerrillas became organized as a group, and to a negotiated 

resolution of the conflict.  The guerrillas depended from the Soviet Empire and 

from Cuba for arms, while peasants provided them with food, shelter and 

intelligence support. The Salvadoran government, on the other hand, obtained 

sufficient financial resources through the protection of the coffee economy 

dominated by the landed elites. This function endowed the members of the state 

with certain tangible benefits that could only be maintained by repressing the 

lower classes, but not completely eliminating the incipient insurgent groups; 

hence the incentive of the state to use violence and limit fighting.   

However, the relentless actions of the guerrillas and the conditional 

support of the United States Government forced the state to act cohesively and 
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eventually engage in heavy fighting, which brought the conflict to an end in a 

decade. Finally, the escalation of the costs of the conflict, lead the bargaining 

range to narrow, and to the negotiation of an agreement.  

 

The character of the Salvadoran state 
 The financial capacity of the Salvadoran state has traditionally depended 

on the income provided by the coffee economy, which remained in the hands of a 

few wealthy families. Differently from Colombia, Salvadoran land tenure 

remained extremely centralized. Additionally, the political system was 

characterized by a lack of institutional and regulatory procedures. The reasons 

behind the underdevelopment of the state are twofold. First, the rugged terrain and 

an extremely underdeveloped internal communication system rendered the landed 

elites primarily responsible for the local regulation of human interaction, 

transforming them into figures similar to feudal knights.  

Second, when industries parallel to coffee developed in the 1920s and the 

state began expanding, the military became in charge of running and overseeing 

the affairs of the state, which further limited the development of durable political 

institutions (North, 85).  

The Salvadoran state during the last fifty years of the 20th century was an 

alliance between the coffee elites and the military.  The coffee elites aim was to 
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preserve the maximization of their profit and status and to oppose any socio-

economic reform. The military became in charge of ensuring that no changes to 

the status quo would take place, and thus to assure the elites that their financial 

capacity would continue to be high. This was a mutually beneficial alliance; as 

long as the elites continued to prosper disproportionately from the coffee trade, 

the military would continue to rule and its members to have access to tangible 

benefits (Stanley, 96). Moreover, this alliance assured that the state would remain 

isolated and largely autonomous from the population. 

In fact, besides their regular pay, the internal security apparatus composed 

of the National Guard, the National Police and the intelligence community, was 

received “(…) supplemental pay and other pre-requisites as a reward for 

defending upper class interests from union organizers and other menaces.” 

(Stanley, 96:72); while the moderate factions within the military and the civilians 

who eventually partook in government302 “found it expedient to give these forces 

carte blanche to carry out crackdowns, thereby diffusing tensions in the military 

and lessening the likelihood of a coup.” (Stanley 96:73). 

 Finally, the elites assured the peasant’s compliance, which was necessary 

to deepen the labor-intensive coffee economy, by limiting the development of a 

political system and through the repressive apparatus of the military with whom 

                                                 
302 When civilians were elected to participate in the government in the 1970’s, they were under 
the control of the military.   
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they held a convenient alliance. The result was that the military became 

dependent on the existence of mobilizing groups among the lower classes to 

justify their role and ensure the continuation of their privileged position.  

In the Colombian case, political parties were quite institutionalized and 

offered (no doubt for self-serving reasons) limited, quasi-corporatist means of 

mobilization to the lower and middle classes. Moreover, land was generally more 

evenly distributed, which lessened popular discontent, and industrial businesses 

offered employment to many. So, while in El Salvador, the lower classes had little 

other employment than that offered by coffee and the high levels of repression 

hindered mobilization from below; in Colombia, the lower classes reached greater 

bargaining power vis-à-vis the state. 

 

Violence: a tacit agreement between the elites and the military  
The alliance between the military and the elites was formed in the 1930s 

after the coup that deposed Salvadoran President Arturo Araujo. The coup was 

apparently organized by his second in command, the Vice President Hernandez 

Martinez who was also a high standing member of the armed forces. In 1932, 

soon after taking power, Martinez organized the bloodiest repression that EL 

Salvador ever experienced, La Matanza. The military effort was directed against a 

group of newly founded communists who were active in mobilizing an opposition 
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movement in the highlands303, but in reality victims were targeted on the basis of 

their indigenous appearance rather than as a result of reliable intelligence. Indeed, 

the response was extremely disproportional to the level of threat. 

Martinez astutely exploited the fears of the Salvadoran elites by stating 

that a mass-based social revolution was imminent. This propaganda facilitated the 

establishment of a reign of terror that would assure the military a position of 

prestige in society as well as the control over the state. The military leaders that 

followed Martinez institutionalized the use of violence to prolong the hold on 

power of their organization independent of the level of threat that the Salvadoran 

peasantry actually posed. For the years to come until well into the 1980s, the state 

manipulated the level of threat to justify their position in the state and, with the 

approval and  support of the upper classes, made use of indiscriminate and 

disproportional force against civilians. The state, in other words, became 

dependent on the upper classes’ perception that the level of threat posed by the 

lower classes was great.  Martinez established a “protection racket state” that his 

followers institutionalized and normalized (Stanley, 96:56-57).  

Paradoxically, like in the Colombian case, the institutionalization of 

violence provided the individuals that compiled the different groups strong 

incentives to maintain the status quo, albeit at great costs for the peasant 
                                                 
303 During the 1920’s there had been a mild political liberalization, which, like in the case of 
Colombia, followed industrialization. However, this was brought to a halt by the landed elites in 
conjunction with the military through the thirties. 
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population. It was not until the intervention of external factors –the United States 

and the perseverance of social activists- that the incentive structure changed 

forcing the conflict to escalate (which imposed high costs on opponents), and 

eventually lead to an agreement.  

 

The character of the Salvadoran guerrilla: finances, motivation and unit 
cohesion 

  The FMLN was created rather late in the conflict. On one hand the 

Matanza of the 1930s and the harsh repression that followed hindered the 

formation of a revolutionary group; on the other hand, the educational efforts of 

activists, students and priests achieved the mobilization of groups of people, but 

this remained localized. Throughout the duration of the conflict, the FMLN 

remained quite decentralized at the lower levels where the five organizations that 

formed it acted independently from one another. However, the guerrilla group 

reached a high level of cohesion at the top so that it was able to carry out 

strategically and tactically coherent operations (Byrne, 96). Perhaps, the single 

most important factor in promoting the formation of the revolutionary groups, and 

projecting a normative character onto them, was Liberation Theology 304 .  

                                                 
304 Liberation Theology was a doctrine inside of the Catholic Church that resulted from the 
Second Vatican Council. It represented an effort to liberate people from oppression whether racial, 
economic or political. In so doing, it criticized earlier writing of the Catholic Church for their 
support of existing power structures, and proposed that the Church become more active in fighting 
for social justice. Liberation Theology had important repercussions in Central America where 
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Liberation Theology was not as important in mobilizing the poor in Colombia as 

it was in El Salvador because the socio-economic conditions of the population 

were relatively better in the former.  

However, even in an environment where politico-ideological motivations 

are strong (i.e., where people struggle to achieve public goods), other types of 

incentives continue to be at play, though they may acquire less relative 

importance. For example, even Salvadoran peasants were lured to participate in 

the counterrevolutionary and state-sponsored organization ORDEN (National 

Democratic Organization) because of its ability to provide economic resources 

and social mobility. On the other hand, the leftist FECCAS (Christian Federation 

of Salvadoran Peasants) also used its ability to provide members with some 

degree of social mobility as a recruiting tool to motivate individuals to join 

(Byrne, 96).   

Differently from the case of the Colombian guerrillas, the FMLN had no 

autonomous source of finances. The finances of the FMLN depended on the 

support of the Soviet Union, Cuba, and Nicaragua for weapons and training, and 

the help of the peasantry for food, protection and shelter. The dependence on the 

collaboration of the inhabitants of the areas under their control instigated the 

guerrillas to maintain a close relationship with the peasantry. In general, they 

                                                                                                                                     
Catholic priests became involved in Marxist Movements and even participated in guerrilla groups 
(Oxford Dictionary of Politics).   
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exhibited patience, kindness and dedication toward the peasantry, maintaining 

their focus on the political struggle and the ideal of social justice that they claimed 

to be fighting for (Byrne, 96). Moreover, the peasants themselves felt that the 

guerrillas were fighting to achieve the public goods that they also wanted to 

achieve and that they would all enjoy. Their success, writes Byrne “was linked to 

the fact that the peasants felt themselves to be struggling for their own interests, 

and not merely mobilized as a foot soldier” (Byrne, 96:35). 

In Colombia (and in Angola), this is not the case. Contrary to what the 

guerrillas claim, people do not believe that the guerrillas are the “army of the 

people” or that they are fighting for goods that all can enjoy, such as for a more 

just Colombia. On the contrary, guerrillas treat peasants with disrespect and 

condescendence, while they are forced to collaborate to secure their private goods 

and to allow for the guerrilla organization to survive.  

 

Fighting and violence 
Earlier I discussed how the achievement of tangible benefits for those in 

power was related to the persistence of violence in the form of repression.  

However, while violence was widespread, fighting between the opponents was 

limited at first. During their first years as a group (1970s), the FMLN avoided 

direct confrontation as it was dedicated primarily to the consolidation of popular 
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support that could provide a strong rearguard in the countryside where the war 

could expand (Byrne, 96). The FMLN applied the traditional guerrilla strategy of 

organizing the masses, particularly in the rearguard areas “to struggle for their day 

to day needs, to educate and raise their consciousness, and to lay the basis for 

their participation in the war (…) preventing the government from exercising 

military or political control in FMLN controlled zones.” (Byrne 96: 133)  Thus, 

though the government did have transitory access to these zones, it could not 

occupy them. 

In Colombia, on the contrary, the government could retake any de facto 

guerrilla-controlled zone without impediment from the population if it wanted to, 

and perhaps with little resistance from the guerrillas themselves305. In Colombia, 

the territorial control of the guerrillas is weak in the sense that the guerrilla does 

not necessarily win the “hearts and minds” of the inhabitants and, for the most 

part, it has not build a logistical or operational military network in the areas under 

its control. In fact, the Colombian guerrillas themselves often refer to territorial 

control as “taking a town”, but this action has no substantial bearing on the 

territorial advancement of the organization, in strengthening the guerrilla network 

or progressing in encircling major cities. Their actions are mostly destructive as 

they assault small towns, destroy them, and leave. 
                                                 
305 The recent events in Colombia were a demonstration of how easily the government took 
control of the demilitarized zone in San Vicente del Caguan, despite the fact that the FARC had 
full legal control of the area (as part of the negotiation agreement).   
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 Indeed, the FMLN built up their military apparatus over the first ten years 

of its existence and became so strong as to successfully confront the military even 

through conventional tactics (i.e., fight against large formations), which the 

military should favor306. The Salvadoran military, on the other hand, aimed at 

limiting their interaction with the guerrillas by engaging in sweeps into guerrilla 

controlled areas with thousands of troops knowing that the intelligence apparatus 

of the guerrillas would have already alerted them of their arrival. Finally, the 

description of the Salvadoran army in Byrne is similar to my description of the 

Colombian army during the 1990s: 

 “Outside of these major sweeps the troops tended to stay close to their 
barracks for fear of attack and rarely sought engagements with the rebels. 
Senior officers were reputed to be more interested in the money they could 
make from non existent soldier’s pay, in waging a nine-to five- war and in 
controlling their own departments as fiefdoms, than in defeating the 
insurgents” (Byrne, 96:79)  

 

Alas, it was only when the threat of a guerrilla victory became an imminent 

possibility, and the United States intervened into Salvadoran politics by 

strengthening the only (viable) political party, that the military adopted a strategy 

                                                 
306 One of the most important defeats of the military occurred in 1983 when the FMLN took over 
the military barracks. 
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that would allow it to successfully fight307.  Only then did the Salvadoran conflict 

assume the costs associated with a civil war.    

 

Angola and other African cases 
The presence of natural resources in Angola has prolonged the duration of 

that country’s internal conflict by focusing members of opponent groups on the 

pursuit of tangible short term and personal benefits rather than on addressing the 

grievances of particular social groups that they have claimed to represent. In other 

words, the control over highly valued natural resources rendered the Angolan 

government and the guerrillas autonomous from the people in the areas under 

their control, while they allowed opponent groups to survive, and thus to continue 

to accumulate profit to disburse to their members. In Angola more than in 

Colombia, opponent groups have been autonomous from civilians due to the high 

financial capacity that they have accumulated through the control over natural 

resources. Opponents in the Angolan conflict are extremely calculative.  

                                                 
307 This consisted in the following measures: 1) protect the economic strongholds to assure the 
financial capacity of the state; 2) protect the major cities so as to prevent the guerrillas to control 
the political centers of the country; 3) rebuilding of the infrastructure sabotaged by the guerrillas, 
put in place socio-economic reforms, and conduct behind enemy lines psychological operations to 
win the support of the people; 4) adopt (counter) guerrilla tactics. The United States Military 
Group that was counseling the Salvadoran government had proposed this strategy since the early 
80s, but he government only chose to adopt it in extremis, after the repeated defeats in the mid-
80s.  
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Local control and state formation 
In Angola the guerrilla movements formed around the attempt of liberating the 

country from the Portuguese subjugation. When the Portuguese government 

withdrew in 1975 there were three national liberation movements, each 

controlling a significant third of the country. Having obtained the backing of the 

superpowers, these begun fighting against one another for the control of the state. 

The MPLA, which was armed by the Soviet Bloc, swiftly gained the upper hand 

by defeating the Western -sponsored UNITA, and became the de jure state of 

Angola (Rothchild and Hartzell, 95).  

During the independence wars and immediately thereafter the MPLA 

presented itself as a “movement of the people” fighting for the betterment of the 

lives of all Angolans (hence its siding with the Communist axes); however, soon 

after it acquired the control of the state, members of the elites with differing 

motivations joined the party and transformed it into a predominantly calculative 

organization that became “increasingly detached from the common citizen and 

[that] used repressive means to preserve its privileged status (…)”. (Malaquias, 

2001:319) The state control of the oil industry has played a substantial role in the 

transformation of the MPLA.  Revenues from oil are estimated to be around USD 

800,000,000 per year, which were primarily retained by the members of the party 

and the military on whom they depend to remain in power.  
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The MPLA does not comply with the duties that are generally associated 

with the state, such as the provision of security for the citizens and the 

development of a bureaucracy. The Economist reported that there are few paved 

roads in Angola, including in the major cities and the capital, the hospitals do not 

have enough fuel to run their generators and common Angolans do not see any of 

the benefits from the exploitation of this resource308.   

The poor performance of the Angolan state is not simply a manifestation 

of high degrees of ineptitude on the part of its members, but also a purposeful 

neglect. One example of the calculative character of the state is its puzzling 

complaint that the humanitarian relief groups in the country are not doing enough 

to help the people of Angola. The state itself poses serious obstacles to the relief 

organizations, such as declining to renew the visas of the aid workers, costing the 

relief organizations around USD 100,000 per year in additional travel expenses 

alone309.   

Some aid workers have begun to ask themselves what they are doing. 
Clearly they are helping to keep millions of people alive. Yet by relieving 
the government of responsibility, are they contributing to the continuation 
of the war?  (The Economist, January 13, 2001) 

 
 

  

                                                 
308 The Economist, January 13, 2001 
309 Ibid. 
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The UNITA 
Like the MPLA, UNITA also was born with the explicit purpose of 

liberating the country from the subjugation of its European colonizers. When 

Angola achieved independence and the MPLA captured the control of the state, 

UNITA avoided its organizational death by siding with the Western powers 

against the communist state that the MPLA proclaimed to have established. In 

reality, UNITA’s commitment to capitalism was strategic rather than ideological. 

In fact, before finding North American support, UNITA had sympathized with 

donors of various ideological standings310.  However, the end of the Cold War 

also brought the end of the finances that UNITA relied upon for its survival and 

its struggle against the MPLA. Peace negotiations followed in 1992.  

The negotiations, however, proved to be little more than a stratagem to 

move UNITA’s troops from the southern areas where the organization exercised 

control to the northern regions where most of the diamond mines are located 

(Malaquias, 2001).  Indeed, UNITA started its experiment with commercializing 

diamonds even before the peace accords, but the relative scarcity of the precious 

stones in the south, combined with the end of the financial supplies from the 

West, pushed the organization to move its base to the north. The progressive 

dependence on the diamond industry turned UNITA away from seeking the 

support of the local population, accentuating this organization’s calculative 

                                                 
310 The Economist March 2002 
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character. At its inception and throughout the 1980s, UNITA was perceived by 

the people as a force that could help to control the governments corruption and 

even as an alternative to political power, but the independence from external 

pressures and the control over the diamond-rich areas rendered the people both 

“dispensable and disposable” (Malaquias, 2001:319).  Malaquias sums up the 

development of UNITA as follows: 

“Conversely, UNITA’s relationship with the population grew increasingly 
hostile, even vicious. The rebels were no longer dependent on the 
population for food and other necessities: these could be purchased abroad 
and flown into the rebel controlled areas –all paid for with diamonds” 
(Malaquias, 2001:314) 

 
 

 The availability of a high financial capacity obtained from the sell of these 

highly valued gems (natural resources) brings roughly USD 100,000,000 to 

UNITA every year311, providing the group with the finances necessary to survive 

and with abundant tangible incentives that members can enjoy. The possibility of 

acquiring tangible benefits in the past was limited when opponents depended from 

contributions from external powers and from the people, and it was contingent 

upon paying lip service to the aims of the financiers; now autonomous and ample 

sums are available to members of opponent groups.  

                                                 
311 The Economist, August 18, 2001. 
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Furthermore, the end of the Cold War together with the increased financial 

capacity of opponents may have reduced the unit cohesion inside opponent 

organizations, rendering members prone to seek their own satisfaction 

independently of the aim of the organization. For example, there have been 

numerous cases of rapes and other kinds of abuses by soldiers of different armies. 

The lack of any political ideal or program is a strong indication UNITA, like the 

MPLA, has no aspiration to govern the people that inhabit their lands. The acts of 

violence that both organizations commit against the population312 emphasize not 

their ineptitude to govern, but rather their unwillingness to serve as leaders whose 

mandate is to better the lifestyle of Angolans -which is what leaders, particularly 

if elected, are expected to do. In this case, similar to the Colombian one, the 

reasons for continued fighting and violence are paradoxical and counterintuitive, 

but clear. Opponent groups fight to assure their organizational survival so as to 

continue to offer members significant tangible benefits, which they would 

otherwise not have.  

Even though the legality of diamonds and oil could render mutually 

acceptable agreements easier to find than in cases where resources are not legal, 

                                                 
312 For example in August 2001 UNITA placed anti-tank mines on one of the few railways of the 
country. As passangers were struggling to escape from the flaming wagons, the rebels machined 
gunned them killing 250 people and wounding 100. (The Economist, August 18, 2001). The 
government does not demonstrate more respect for its citizens than UNITA. For example, in its 
advance into UNITA-held areas, the government kills individuals that worked for UNITA even 
though many of these were basically slaves forced by UNITA to carry guns and mine for 
diamonds (The Economist, May 19 2001). 
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the incentives to find agreements remain weak.  This is for the following reasons. 

First, the costs of conflict for opponents are purposely kept low by transferring 

them onto the population. There has been relatively little fighting reported 

between the two opponents (The Economist, August 18, 2001). UNITA 

concentrates its efforts on sabotaging the countryside, while vehemently 

protecting the diamond–rich areas; the government troops are spread thin in the 

rural areas and are not trained in guerrilla warfare313. According to my argument, 

the small investment in warfighting is explained by the fact that most resources 

are dedicated to the payment of tangible benefits for the members of the groups, 

which individuals in opponent groups have an incentive to maintain. 

Second, finding an agreement would necessarily make the government 

more responsive to the population, particularly if elections were indeed held in the 

country. For example, Angolan President Dos Santos repeatedly stated that 

elections would be held in Angola only after peace was restored, which is hardly 

an imminent expectation. Furthermore, the corruption of the Dos Santos 

administration does not place the government in a favorable position to be re-

elected.  

                                                 
313 Similarly, in Sierra Leone, while negotiations were taking place, rebels were amiable to UN 
peacekeepers in regions that were not rich in diamonds, but turned hostile once the peacekeepers 
reached the mining areas that the rebels were still occupying and exploiting. When the peace 
agreement finally broke up in May of 2000, the New York Times reported that it was “in large 
part because  the rebels have never been interested in peace” (New York Times, May 5,2000) 
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Ironically, at the same time, UNITA indirectly protracts Dos Santos’ hold 

on power by continuing to provide a credible reason to postpone elections. For 

example, it was reckless for UNITA to engage in a rampage of violence while an 

American sponsored mission was in Angola to assess the viability of elections. 

Predictably, the commission concluded that the Angolan environment is not 

suitable for free and fair elections. 

Third, in case of an agreement the rebels would have to accept lower 

tangible benefits, particularly if these are not included in government. For 

example, during the peace process in Sierra Leone some 1,000 RUF rebels 

(Revolutionary United Front) joined a UN sponsored program in May of 2001, 

but the numbers of those that remained in the program dwindled as it became 

apparent that little money was being offered in exchange for reinsertion. The 

Economist reported that some fighters are returning to the RUF while others are 

joining the gangs that are fighting in Guinea and Liberia, instead314. Indeed, it 

appears that tangible benefits such as cash and guns are a prime explanation for 

the continuation of violence and fighting in these countries as well. 

Moreover, elections render opponents vulnerable to not having access to 

tangible benefits in the future, as they can be voted out of power. In fact, though 

UNITA members were offered surprisingly good access to the state as a 

consequence of the peace accords of 1992, its leader, Jonas Savimbi, failed to 
                                                 
314 The Economist, May 19, 2001 
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accept the electoral victory of his opponent, and resumed fighting. Savimbi’s 

personal defeat, not the lack of enforceability of the accords, or the lack of 

opportunity to participate in government lead to the resumption of the fighting. 

However, one could hardly assess Savimbi’s effort as being a serious one as he 

took advantage of the negotiations to move his troops to areas that are extremely 

rich in diamonds. Elections are particularly dangerous for groups that have little 

popular support because an electoral loss can lead to the organizational death of a 

group. When these groups have access to an ample source of finances and are 

successful in maintaining the costs of conflict low, they do not need to either 

negotiate or cultivate the support of the people.  

In conclusion, international efforts in enforcing agreements in countries 

where calculative opponents are involved in a conflict may be misplaced. In the 

case of Angola, for example, the United Nations spent ten years and millions of 

dollars trying to bring peace to that nation. Ironically, the Angolan peace process 

was held for a number of years as a model to be followed by other countries. The 

lessons from the Angolan and the Colombian cases are that simple intervention, 

though well meaning, might not contribute to peace in the long term. These cases 

show that the conditions for peace have to be in place before any viable and long 

lasting agreement can arise. Moreover, the viability of agreements seems yet 

again to be ultimately tied to the control over natural resources. Natural resources 
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do not just prolong a conflict because they offer virtually unlimited resources to 

fight, but because they provide individual members with resources that in 

conditions of peace they would not have. In other words, fighting and violence are 

inextricably tied to the availability of the tangible benefits offered by natural 

resources.  

 

THE FAILURE OF PEACE NEGOTIATIONS 
In this section of the chapter, I return to the case of Colombia. I discuss 

why any negotiation process undertaken in the financial and military environment 

described in the preceding chapters is not conducive to a resolution of the conflict. 

In the preceding chapters I have presented evidence that suggests that the 

Colombian conflict may be prolonged because individuals in opponent 

organizations have an incentive to maintain high financial capacity for the 

organization so that they can continue to receive tangible benefits from it. 

However, they also have an incentive to keep the costs of the conflict low in that 

this affects negatively the financial capacity of the organization, and ultimately 

alters the character of a group.  

I show that negotiations are condemned to fail primarily because the costs 

associated with the conflict are low relative to the benefits received at the group 

and individual levels. However, an additional and important factor affects the 

viability of negotiations in this context, the illegal source of the financial capacity 



 400 

of the subversive groups. This is for two reasons: first, the state could not overtly 

endorse its opponents’ reaping of benefits from an illegal source; second, any 

possible agreement entails the loss of personal benefits at a time when opponents 

are not compelled to negotiate (because sustaining the conflict does not entail 

grave costs).  It follows that, in order to reach an agreement different from the 

status quo, the incentives of the opponents need to be altered so as to make 

reaching an agreement beneficial to all.  

I illustrate why in the Colombian case the incentive structure of each 

opponent can be modified only from “outside” of the conflict since those involved 

in it have no benefit in altering the status quo. The “outsiders” are civil society 

and the international community, but while the first sees a great benefit in altering 

the status quo because it is in fact paying the costs of the conflict, it has little 

resources, the second may have the resources necessary to alter the incentive 

structure, but the fact that any change could produce unequal benefits for its 

members renders the international community an uncertain promoter of change.  

In the final section of this chapter, I will briefly show that the peace 

negotiations that have recently been undertaken are at best useless because they 

are not in synch with the driving factors of the conflict, which have been 

presented in this dissertation –the presence of natural resources, and the costs 

borne by opponents in the conflict. On the contrary, the negotiations may have 
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actually furthered the prolongation of the conflict by isolating the fundamental 

issues from the negotiating table -which may itself be an indication of the interest 

in keeping the conflict going. 

 

Possible agreements, organizational death, and personal benefits 
 Below I discuss viable agreements that may bring the conflict to an end. I 

also show how each of these is extremely unlikely to occur in that they either lead 

the organization to die by transforming itself into a different kind of organization, 

drastically reducing the material benefits (personal benefits) of its members at a 

time when external circumstances do not require such sacrifice, or they are 

unviable in the current international environment.  

Partition as settlement 
The partition option indicates that the country would have to be divided 

into at least three parts, one for each opponent. The first problem that this option 

entails is that of which part each opponent would receive. However, because 

opponents have already established areas of influence where they are stronger 

than others, this may at first sight seem like a possible option. The FARC would 

perhaps take the south, the AUC the north and the State the center of the country. 

The ELN, conscious of its debility in front of the AUC, would perhaps accept to 

join the FARC and move south. This option would allow each to have profitable 
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and strategic territories, the subversive groups in areas rich in natural resources, 

and the state in densely populated areas where it could continue to receive taxes 

and exploit the oil resources.  

  However, this option has clear and powerful enemies primarily in the 

international community and the United States. The existence of profitable 

territories rich in illicit drug cultivations and the possibility of the groups to 

export them, makes it a non- viable option. The United States would likely not 

tolerate the existence of mini-states involved in narcotic production and trade as 

its southern neighbors.  These consequences could vary from economic sanctions, 

which could be detrimental for an export-led economy such as the Colombian one, 

to isolation such as in the case of Cuba, to military actions.  The Colombian state, 

predicting such a response from the North, would probably not consider it as an 

option at all. Furthermore, the members of the state would be cut off from 

receiving bribes and other benefits from the subversives that now constitute the 

armed opposition. Indeed it is unlikely that this option could ever become reality.   

 

Shared institutions 
 For shared institutions I intend an agreement that would allow opponents 

to participate in governing the country. But any such agreement would necessarily 

imply that the subversives give up their involvement in the illicit business because 
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the state could not face the international consequences of being formed by groups 

involved in narcotics production and trade (for the reasons stated above). 

However, renouncing involvement in narcotics implies also renouncing the 

benefits derived from narcotics trafficking, which are essential in assuring the 

survival of the organization through high financial capacity, and a good lifestyle 

for the members within it.  

Furthermore, this type of agreement would imply that the members of the 

current state would submit to greater competition from new opponents who may 

form alliances to alter the power and prestige that these have traditionally enjoyed. 

In fact, the threat of losing their positions may be very real in that many are 

considered by the population to be self-serving, and many state members have 

proven to be extremely corrupt. At the same time, the new government would no 

longer be able to delegate the responsibility of the failures of the state to the 

subversive groups or to the existence of a conflict, which are factors that are 

usually considered to elicit support from a citizenship that may otherwise be less 

tolerant of the inefficiency and ineffectiveness of the state. 

Finally, even if becoming a political party could present significant 

benefits for the individuals within opponent organizations, this would certainly 

compromise the organizational apparatus of each opponent group, which would 

have to accept to be transformed into a different type of organization. However, 
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the battlefield situation and the financial capacity of opponents do not warrant the 

forfeiture of these benefits.     

 

Buy-Out 
 The last negotiated solution could be a buy-out, whereby one of the 

opponents offers the other significant benefits in order to convince them to stop 

the fighting. The illicit nature of the business in which the subversive groups are 

involved makes it more likely that, if a buy-out is possible, then the state would 

be the actor buying out the other groups315. This is an interesting option for 

calculative groups because though they would have to cease to exist as a group, at 

least certain members may benefit from such an agreement. 

 However, there are at least two problems that are likely to interfere with 

the viability of this solution. First, the state would need large sums of money or 

resources (such as prestigious jobs) to offer the demobilized subversives. Second, 

the subversives would have dim expectations regarding their future income or 

their battlefield situation.  In Colombia these factors alone may render this option 

unlikely. On one hand, the state may not have enough liquidity to buy out the 

guerrilla and the paramilitary since these groups have vast amounts of money that 

                                                 
315 This is for the same international circumstances stated above 
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feed the cycle of corruption. On the other hand, expectations of future earnings 

remain elevated for both of the opponents.  This is for a number of reasons.  

First, as explained in Chapter six, the addictive power of narcotic products 

ensures a long-term consumer base that is willing to pay high prices to continue to 

receive the merchandize. In turn, the control over these products assures an 

autonomous source of finances, which renders organizations independent and free 

from the need to achieve popular support.  

Second, paradoxically, the actions and beliefs of the international 

community and the United States in particular have the effect of maintaining the 

prices of the narcotic substances high by sustaining a “war on drugs”, that up until 

now, has only delivered modest results in curbing domestic consumption, and has 

failed in terms of decreasing the amount of drugs produced and commercialized. 

The fumigation of coca fields –one of the most direct means employed to destroy 

coca—eliminates part of the supply, limiting the goods available for the large 

market.  However, a low supply is known to maintain prices high, and perhaps 

even higher than what they may otherwise be.   

Third, it seems that the FARC is exploring new avenues through which to 

accumulate income from natural resources, such as with the exploration of 

uranium mines in the demilitarized zone. The AUC on the other hand, has 
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recently become involved with stealing oil from pipelines; however, it is unclear 

how they would be able to commercialize the stolen goods316.   

The expectations of subversive organizations would be different if they gathered 

their income primarily from ransoms and extortions because such means provide 

only a limited amount of money that is not renewable in the long run317 and can 

be dealt with more effectively by law enforcement. In conclusion, the basic 

conditions that would foster successful negotiations between the opponents are 

not yet present. This is fundamentally because the costs of the conflict are not 

high enough to force opponents to negotiate seriously, while the illegal nature of 

the profits derived from the cultivation of coca and the expectation that these will 

remain unaltered in the future provide great benefits to the opponents and an 

incentive to maintain the status quo. These findings lead to the preliminary 

conclusion that at least in certain cases, conflicts can be an optimal outcome for 

the groups that are in them.  

   

CHANGE OF INCENTIVES 
 In this chapter, I have explained that the main problem to be resolved 

before any negotiation can be successfully undertaken is that the benefits derived 

                                                 
316 Evidence that the control over petroleum may cause an escalation of violence between the 
paramilitary and the state is already lurking. Apparently five agents of the DAS (the Colombian 
FBI) were assassinated while they were investigating the robbery of gas in Bolivar. The culprits 
are supposed to be paramilitaries. (El Tiempo, February 25, 2002).  
317 They are not renewable because people simply run out of money or make themselves harder to 
target by increasing their security staff or moving out of the country altogether. 
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from the continuation of conflict are greater than the costs that each group 

sustains as a consequence of it. To alter this static outcome, either costs or 

benefits would have to be modified so as to render costs higher and benefits lower 

for at least one of the opponents. However, due to the configuration of the 

international environment, which favors the state to any sub-state gang, especially 

if this has illegal dealings, the state would have to survive.   

The irony is that no modification of the status quo could come from those 

involved in the conflict because these have no incentives to alter it, while only 

actors that remain outside of the conflict arena -the Colombian citizens and the 

international community- are not apt for the task.  The Colombian citizens, 

organized as civil society, could impose greater controls on the government so as 

to greatly diminish the corruption within the state and support greater military 

action against the subversion; several important factors render this option unlikely. 

First, the rural citizenry, who is also most gravely hurt by the conflict, is fearful, 

uneducated, and unable to organize (without urban leadership). Second, the urban 

population, which may have all the tools and capacity required to successfully 

organize, is disorganized and often ill informed.  

One problem is that urban inhabitants are targeted as individuals by the 

subversives, mainly in the form of kidnappings. The response of the victims and 

potential victims is usually moving to another country or increasing one’s 
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personal security318. Moreover, Colombians generally look down upon the army 

and do not support it in any concrete way. Until recently, the conflict seemed 

quite remote from the centers of power, engendering little interest in the urban 

society and thus in the political class that represents it. Recent polls (2000) reveal 

that though the army is redeeming itself in the eyes of the urban dwellers, 

generally speaking Colombians are still not willing to sacrifice for the common 

good, and not even at a time when the security of their state and country has 

grown less certain. For example, a Gallup Poll conducted in 1999 reveled that 

there was an overwhelming desire for peace among Colombians but no 

willingness to sacrifice to achieve it. In fact, 67% of the businessmen who 

participated in the survey responded that they would not be willing to “cough up 

any money” (Miami Herald, April 25, 1999).  This behavior indicates that the 

government has little stimuli to seriously engage the subversion in the battlefield.  

Another problem is that those who could stimulate, organize, and direct 

civil society are being silenced through killings and forced exiles. The cases of 

academics, activists, and journalists reviewed earlier in the chapter are an 

exemplary case of this phenomenon. At the same time, educated people and 

young professionals are also leaving the country due to insecurity and to the 

                                                 
318 El Tiempo May 18, 2000 reports that Colombian businessmen are looking for investment 
opportunities in other countries, principally the United States. Chambers of commerce in 
Colombia’s major cities now organize courses to prepare businessmen for their international 
experience. The first of these was offered in Cali where the number of participants exceeded the 
expectations by far (40 were expected and 120 attended).  
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economic downturn that this has (partially) caused319.  Finally, those who are 

active in civil society tend to direct their efforts to supporting the negotiations in 

the name of peace –and do not seem to question whether these can lead the 

country toward peace or whether they merely indicate that the government and the 

FARC are talking.   

 The international community could be an important player in altering the 

incentive structure of the conflict, but it has achieved only limited success until 

now. The way in which the European countries and the United States have 

decided to participate is through a contribution to Plan Colombia, a US-driven 

multibillion program to strengthen the Colombian state.  The United States has 

pledged USD 930,000,000 320 in aid to Colombia, the majority of which in kind, 

such as the 18 Black Hawk and 42 Huey helicopters for the army and the police, 

as well as counter narcotics training. The remaining USD 203,000,000 is allocated 

to strengthening alternative development programs as well as the justice system, 

particularly in regards to fomenting the respect of human rights. The European 

Union also pledged a contribution of one billion dollars for economic and social 

                                                 
319  The United States Embassy in Bogota alone received 366,423 applications for visas during the 
fiscal year 98-99, 35% higher than in the previous year. When asked why they were leaving, 62% 
of the respondents answered that the main reason was to look for better employment and almost 
20% answered that the main reason was to escape the insecurity in their country (for more 
information see: El Tiempo, August 13, 2000 and Cambio July 3, 2000).  
320 The total amount pledged by the United States was 1.320 million, but about 39 million were 
pledged to support a regional initiative so as to prevent “spill-over” effects of the Colombian 
conflict into its neighbors. 
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programs such as the building of infrastructure in the countryside, but after more 

than one year the money has yet to be disbursed.   

 The effect of the North American aid, which started arriving to Colombia 

in November of 2000 (a few months after being approved), became evident rather 

quickly in that the army has achieved battlefield victories against the FARC.  The 

influx of aid has benefited the military primarily who are becoming more 

cohesive and focused then before. According to my theory, the conditions 

attached to the aid -a strict separation from the paramilitary and military reform- 

are expected to increase military efficiency and effectiveness321.   However, the 

resources pledged are clearly insufficient to produce a sustained change in the 

balance of power unless the rest of the state is also “forced” (in the sense of finds 

it convenient) into choosing a path that will strengthen it relative to the 

subversives that it faces.  Finally, instead of further contributing to strengthening 

the military, the state further reduced the military budget in 2001.  While the aid 

package represents a substantial help for the state, it is still insufficient and 

insufficiently rigorous to produce any changes that may lead to a significant peace 

process.  
                                                 
321 The fact that this reform or a similar one was not contemplated earlier is quite puzzling, 
especially considering the length of time in which the military has fought against the subversive 
groups and the insurgency in particular. The data on the military presented above makes one draw 
a preliminary conclusion that personal interests of a material kind penetrated the organization to 
such a point that there were no incentives to foment unit cohesion so as to bring its members to 
fight in order to reach the mission goal of defending the state and its citizens. The lack of the 
political leadership, which controls the military, in the creation of such incentives was also a 
critical missing component.   
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The recent negotiations 
On February 20, 2002, President Pastrana suspended the three-year long 

peace process with the FARC. The negotiations were condemned to fail primarily 

because opponents have no incentives to negotiate concretely.  The negotiations 

may have only revealed to be a convenient political tool for the opponents and an 

ephemeral hope for the Colombian people.  A brief overview of the negotiations 

between the FARC, the ELN, and the state shows that the conversations between 

these groups was destined to fail because they are not informed by any analysis of 

the character of the groups at hand and their relative strengths.  

Shared institutions 
 Andres Pastrana, the current President of Colombia, made peace 

negotiations the central aspect of his campaign in 1998. Furthermore, to assure the 

Colombian public that his intentions were also willing to negotiate, he started a 

dialogue with the insurgency even before the term of his mandate began.  The 

hope for peace was clearly a significant factor in accounting for Pastrana’s widely 

supported electoral victory. However, many inside and out of the political arena 

mention the existence of a covert agreement between him and Marulanda as the 

most important reason for his victory. Though this explanation seems far-fetched 

and conspiratorial at first, in reality it is not an unlikely event. In fact, Pastrana 
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carried all of the departments that the FARC control: Caqueta, Meta, Guaviare, 

Narino, Putumayo322.    

 However, without even considering the results, the process of negotiating 

per se offers significant advantages to the parties. On one hand (for the 

government), the process fundamentally distracts people from the ineffectiveness 

of politics in Colombia while their very hope for a felicitous conclusion keeps 

people dependent on the presence and actions of the government323. On the other 

hand, the process conveys great benefits to the guerrillas. I explain these 

assertions below. 

 The negotiations were undertaken despite the FARC’s unchanged claims 

that they would not disarm and would not reach an agreement with the 

government short of conquering power.  But, if the FARC would not stop short of 

full control over power, why then do they engage in negotiations with the 

government?  The FARC has consistently insisted on its intentions to conquer 

power through the use of force even during the peace process of the 1980s, 

despite having created a self-standing and politically viable party in the Union 

                                                 
322 I was also told that the relationship between Manuel Marulanda and Pastrana goes beyond 
politics in that Marulanda is actually Pastrana’s godfather, amazingly as it may seem. The rumor is 
that Marulanda actually saved Pastrana’s father life as he helped him to hide during the political 
violence of the 1940s and 50s. To thank Marulanda for such a generous act, Pastrana asked 
Marulanda to hold his son Andres at the baptism, which is considered to be a honor in Colombia. 
323 President Pastrana appeared secure about the possibility that these negotiations could actually 
bring some fruits (for he is an economist and not a political scientist), but generally the opponents 
may not share his exceptional naiveté.  One of my informants told me that during a town meeting 
held by the FARC, Mono  Jojoy laughingly said: “The President is the only one who believes in 
peace”.  
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Patriotica (UP). Those negotiations finally broke down with the following results: 

1) the UP was decimated by paramilitary units, some of which attached to the 

conservatives in Congress and to the military,324 ; 2) the government did not 

present a cohesive front becoming divided into supporters and enemies of the 

negotiations; and 3) the FARC more than doubled its force from 27 to 60 fronts in 

six years.    

According to many, the FARC’s purpose in undertaking the peace 

negotiations was to exploit the media attention in order to boost support and 

increase their recruitment rate. During the current negotiations the FARC has also 

succeeded in recruiting, though no cease-fire took place325.  One of the higher 

ranking FARC informants that I interviewed simply told me “Look, the FARC 

will never turn in its arms; the dialogue is only for the Colombian public.  Only as 
                                                 
324 Many of the M-19, the other guerrilla that disarmed in 1980, were also killed or forced into 
exile by rightist movements; however. The problem or them was more one of organization then 
one of violence and intimidation. In fact, while they faired quite well in the first “open elections” 
after the passing of the new constitution in 1993, the following elections revealed that they had 
lost the confidence of the people. During several interviews with ex-members of the M-19  
(summers of 2000 and 2001), I discovered that the party members themselves are critical of the 
behavior of their party in Congress and conscious of the reasons that brought it to political 
downturn. They agree that though the M-19 was quite successful at provoking interesting 
discussions and debate in Congress, it failed at proposing a cogent and coherent political platform. 
This underlines a typical problem of organizations that, though perhaps political in origin and 
scope, have for years had to concentrate their efforts in the battlefield.  
325 One of my interviewees who was in the Caguan when the negotiations began told me that the 
FARC is being quite successful in this attempt to strengthen itself by increasing recruits. 
According to my interviewee, a number of the academics, students and young professionals who 
are traveling to San Vincente to participate in the discussions are driven by an uncontainable 
enthusiasm to join the “revolution”. They are taken by the political debates, the nightly parties and 
conversation around a bonfire and the perception of doing something significant in their life, as 
Troy explained about himself, by the desire of “making history”. By the time they realize the 
gravity of their commitment it is often too late and they may become one more of the disaffected 
and disappointed members of the organization.   
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long as the government accepts the solution of the people will the FARC start to 

negotiate”. What this means is that the solution of the people is accepted by the 

FARC only in the measure that it coincides with theirs.  

When asked about the increase in number of combatants during the peace process 
of the 1980s, Jacobo Arenas, the maximum political thinker of the FARC until his 
death in 1990, did not dismiss that the FARC may take advantage of the peace 
process to further its organizational goals. He sustained:  

“Well, what happens in a group like ours which was practically born, 
developed and grew in the middle of war, is that it has its own dynamism. 
It cannot stop growing. The day in which it stops to grow and develop, it 
will die”326. 

 
   

This notion of preventing “organizational suicide” by promoting instead its 

aggrandizement is sometimes called “bureaucratic incrementalism” and is the 

primordial instinct of an organization, even before the personal fulfillment of the 

members, as explained in the theory chapter.  Unless the FARC is weakened 

militarily there are few incentives for its members and for the organization to 

abandon their positions327.  

 The negotiations have resulted in a long process that has yielded very little 

results. One of the members of the negotiating team described them to me as 

“long and time consuming” during an interview at his apartment in Bogota.  The 

peace process consisted of town meetings where different sectors of society (e.g., 

                                                 
326 Interview with Carlos Arango Z. quoted in Arango, 91:124. 
327 The M-19, despite their claims that non-violent political participation was always in their 
imminent plans, had been terribly weakened militarily when they decided to disarm. 
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union, students, industrialists and businessmen, etc.) were invited to present and 

discuss their position on 12 “points”328 divided into three topics (employment, 

human rights and democracy), which were agreed upon by FARC and 

government representatives to the so called “Thematic Committee” at the outset 

of the negotiations. Each of the topics discussed would be summarized and 

agreements would supposedly be borne from the synthesis of the public opinions.   

 This discussion is flawed for at least two main reasons. First, it is based on 

the assumption that the negotiations are a deliberative process similar to a 

referendum where the guerrilla acts as mediator between the people and the 

government with the rather explicit purpose of achieving a rather substantial and 

systemic reform of the Colombian democracy. However, the opponents are not 

the state and the population, as it would seem from the negotiations, but the state 

and the FARC.  Involving the population in this matter obscures the real issue at 

                                                 
328 The twelve points are the following: 1) a compromise to find a political solution to the 
conflict328; 2) the protection of Human Rights as a responsibility of the state (i.e., the protection of 
fundamental rights, the protection of economic, social, cultural and environmental rights, and the 
observance of the international treaties on human rights); 3) the pursuit of an agrarian policy based 
on the democratization of credit, marketing and technical assistance, redistribution of 
unproductive lands and the land acquired through narcotrafficking and illegal business, 
stimulation of production, drug substitution and alternative development; 4) the exploitation and 
preservation of natural resources; 5) the economic and social structure, including revisiting the 
economic development model, amplification of the domestic and international markets, and 
investments in education and scientific research; 6) the reform to the justice system, including a 
fight against corruption and narcotraffick; 7) a political reform that would foment a more open 
democracy; 8) a reform of the state that would further decentralization and the efficiency of public 
administration; 9) an agreement on the following the prescription of  international human rights, 
particularly in regards to mines and the employment of children in the army; 10)an agreement 
regarding the role of the military forces as defenders of sovereignty, protectors of human rights, 
and opponents of the paramilitary groups; 11) an agreement on the conduct of international 
relations; and 12) the formalization of the agreements through the democratic means. 
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stake in peace negotiations, which is finding an agreement that reflects the 

balance of power in the battlefield.  Furthermore, the involvement of many parties 

renders the process inefficient and unduly prolonged. In fact, just in the first two 

years more than 23,500 people attended the discussions and 1,042 presented 

proposals that were later considered by the committee329.  It is not surprising that 

the negotiations had not advanced in any significant way, and were finally 

suspended having only completed the discussion of the socio-economic topic,.      

Second, the negotiation process did not admit the participation of the 

paramilitary, which renders the discussions pointless altogether. This is because 

any agreement between the guerrillas and the state is disadvantageous to the 

paramilitary for at least two reasons. In the first place, the paramilitary, now an 

independent and full-fledged army, would receive the full force of the army upon 

itself, as they would remain a threat to the state. Any agreement between the 

guerrilla and the state would contain in it the dismantling of the paramilitary.   

In the second place the paramilitary, who claim that they fight a war 

against the guerrillas and not against the state, would no longer have an enemy to 

fight; however, no longer having a cause inevitably has two consequences for the 

paramilitary. First, it takes away the support of the people, as these would no 

longer need to pay protection money to ensure their security, which means that 

the income of the organization would greatly diminish. Second, continuing to 
                                                 
329 El Tiempo, January 7, 2001 
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make a profit from the control over narcotics would become exclusively a 

criminal enterprise in that it could no longer be justified as a means to fight an 

enemy basically in the name of self-defense.      

 Finding evidence that the paramilitaries do not support negotiations is not 

difficult. For example, in the case of the failed negotiations with the ELN, the 

paramilitaries supported, and in same cases even organized, groups of citizens to 

protest against a demilitarized zone where the ELN and the government could 

undertake the negotiations in similar fashion to those undertaken with the FARC. 

The response of the citizens, some (perhaps most) of who were acting out of their 

own will, was overwhelming and a demilitarized area was never granted to the 

ELN.  Moreover, recorded tapes that contained the discussion between the ELN 

and the government were mysteriously stolen (as they were being transported) 

from the technician in the convention center elevator in Geneve, Switzerland 

where the conversations were being held. To my knowledge the case was never 

solved, but all the fingers pointed to the intervention of the paramilitary. In any 

case, this occurrence scarred the event, causing the European meeting to be held 

in an arena of suspicion, and baring no results. 

 The paramilitary also attempted to destabilize the negotiations between the 

FARC and the government. One clear example is the kidnapping of six 
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Congressmen330 as the FARC and the government negotiated a prisoner exchange 

that would free about 500 soldiers for the return of a handful of guerrillas to their 

camps in the fall of 2000.  The FARC protested when Vice President Humberto 

de la Calle met with Carlos Castano to achieve the liberation of the Congressmen, 

denouncing the meeting as a further confirmation of the state’s intentions to 

legalize the paramilitary as a political force and as “a counterinsurgent strategy 

that is part of Plan Colombia” (El Tiempo, November 21, 2000).   

Finally, the lengthy nature of the process together with repeated, but only 

temporary, freezes appear to support the hypothesis that the opponents are not 

preoccupied with a prompt resolution of the conflict. However, if the opponents 

were feeling the costs of the conflict to a greater degree, I expect that the peace 

negotiations would follow a more speedy process that would start with an 

agreement to cease the hostilities331.   

 

Buy-Out 
Opponents never seriously considered the possibility of “buying out” the 

FARC; however, there was one such suggestion, which was made by the 

Association of Industrialists (ANDI) during a meeting with the FARC in Costa 

                                                 
330 Zulema Jattin who is part of the Congressional Commission for the Exhchange (in Spanish 
Comision del Canje) was among the kidnapped Congressmen.     
331 The cessation of the hostilities is probably more important that a cease fire in a conflict like the 
Colombian one where the majority of the victims are outside of the opponent groups. A committee 
to study the cessation of hostilities was formed late during the negotiating  process, but to my 
knowledge it was not active and it reached no results. 
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Rica. The proposal was that the government would pay a salary to those rebels 

that ceased all hostilities during the peace process, but the FARC, who initially 

seemed to consider the idea, finally rejected it claiming that its members do not 

work for money but to solve a deep-rooted social problem332. Besides the refusal 

of the FARC, the support of the government for this solution was halfhearted. The 

state did not want to subsidize the peace process, claiming that international 

downers could fund the initiative as part of Plan Colombia.  

   

 

 

CONCLUSION 
In this dissertation I have argued that the prolongation of the Colombian 

conflict may be tied to the character of the groups involved in it, and ultimately to 

the autonomous and ample financial capacity that the control over natural 

resources affords them.  The calculative character of these groups combined with 

the illegal source of their finances renders any feasible agreement unacceptable in 

practice; however, it allows for the possibility of local and informal agreements 

that reduce the high costs that are generally involved with fighting.  

                                                 
332 El Tiempo, October 20, 2000 
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In chapter one, I discussed two theories that could explain why opponents 

continue to fight in Colombia, instead of seeking serious ways toward peace. I 

referred to these alternative explanations as the “information problem” (Fearon, 

95) and the “commitment problem” (Walter, 98; 2000). I also discussed ways in 

which these could be tested. Below, I explain why the prolongation of the 

Colombian conflict is unlikely to be an information problem. The commitment 

problem fairs better in the Colombian scenario.  Though a commitment problem 

may be present, it is an insufficient explanation of why the conflict continues 

today. The conflict, I argue, is not mature for resolution because there are no 

viable agreements that can be accepted at the group and at the individual level.  

 

 

The Information Problem 
According to this explanation conflicts occur when opponents lack 

information regarding each other’s bargaining power, which is defined as relative 

strength and willingness to fight, given the costs implied with that action. 

Information regarding mutual bargaining power becomes available as the 

opponents fight and can be measured through the costs produced by the conflict. 

Assuming that the costs associated with military action lead opponents to 

obtain private information regarding their relative capabilities and their 
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willingness to fight, one can infer that: 1) conflicts continue because opponents 

have not gathered enough information to reach an agreement regarding their 

bargaining power (i.e., military strength and willingness to fight), and 2) conflicts 

end when enough information is finally gathered. By revealing private 

information on relative bargaining power and the willingness to fight, the costs of 

conflict actually narrow the bargaining range of possible agreements, leading to 

the achievement of peace.  

In Chapter one I laid down four conditions that would support the 

information problem explanation333.  In chapter seven, I have provided data that 

leads one to dismiss the information problem theory as a valid explanation in the 

Colombian case. First, the stalemate in the battlefield seems to be longstanding. 

Only very recently (since the summer of 2000) has the battlefield situation 

acquired some dynamism. The Colombian Army has increased its logistics 

capacity, which has allowed for important tactical successes in the battlefield. 

However, it is still unclear whether these may bring advances at a strategic level 

soon. Thus, though an incipient information problem may be developing, this 

certainly cannot explain why agreements have not been found in the recent past 

(i.e., late 90). 

                                                 
333 These were: 1) there is a long standing stalemate on the battlefield; 2)the stalemate is costly in 
terms of number of battlefield deaths and military expenditures; 3)the fighting between opponents 
is intense; 4)different and changing alliances are formed during the course of the conflict that 
create new information problems. 
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Second, the stalemate has not been costly for the opponents involved in 

the conflict. The number of battlefield deaths between 1995 and 1999 has 

remained very close to 1,000 which means that, at best, this conflict could be 

considered a low intensity civil war (though other definitional requirements 

exclude this possibility). Furthermore, the military expenditures have remained 

low relative to the financial capacity of the groups involved. The state has 

invested minimally in improving the capacity of the military to improve its 

accomplishment in the battlefield, giving priority to other types of expenditures 

and to increasing the salary of military retirees and high-ranking officers. The 

guerrillas seem to spend a considerable amount of their financial resources on 

improving their military capacity; however, this remains low relative to its profit. 

Finally, the paramilitary spend a minimal amount of their profit on armaments334.  

Third, I have shown that fighting between the insurgents and the 

government is not intense. It is rather limited to specific areas, which I have called 

profitable and strategic territories. Forth, alliances in the Colombian conflict have 

been stable during several years. However, recent changes to the incentive 

structure largely produced by the North American military aid in the form of 

equipment, training and the imposition of stringent conditions for the receipt of 

these military resources, may have contributed to a realignment of alliances. The 

                                                 
334 In chapter five and seven, I explained that this is not because the paramilitary are poorly 
armed, but rather because their financial capacity is extremely high. 
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Colombian Army is more independent and capable than it was in the late nineties 

(which is the period mostly considered in this dissertation); the paramilitary are 

also more independent; while the FARC and ELN seem to have formed an 

alliance of their own. Nevertheless, these actors have been fighting against each 

other for several years, indeed decades, thus any information problem that may be 

created by the recent change in alliances would be minor and perhaps temporary.  

Finally, an information problem seems to be an unlikely candidate for the 

explanation of the prolongation of conflict in Colombia in the 1990s. However, an 

information problem may be on the rise as the North American aid and the 

changing of alliances bear out. 

 
 

The Commitment Problem 
According to this explanations conflicts continue because the stronger 

opponent cannot credibly commit to respect the terms of the agreement after the 

weaker opponent (usually the rebels) disarms. Thus: 1) fighting continues because 

no settlement agreed upon at time T1 can be enforced at time T2; 2) fighting stops 

when the stronger opponent is constrained to remain committed to the agreement 

through the intervention of a third party and the creation of power sharing 

institutions. The theory assumes that agreements can always be reached, and that 
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the problem of conflict termination is one of finding the right recipe that allows 

for the agreement to be upheld also in the future. 

In chapter one, I laid down three conditions that would support the 

commitment problem explanation335.  In Chapters seven and eight (hereabove), I 

have provided data that leads one to question whether this theory is a sufficient 

explanation for the continuation of conflict in the Colombian case. First, the costs 

and amount of fighting have not been elevated, as I have explained for the 

information problem case. Second, though the presence of external powers has 

been requested, this has been limited to observing and, in certain occasions, 

mediating the discussions between opponents.  The role of external enforcers has 

been a sticking point in the negotiations. The guerrillas in particular have 

consistently refused any external monitoring, though they have also consistently 

expressed their fear that the government would never uphold any agreement that 

may be reached. This seemingly contradictory attitude reveals that there probably 

is a commitment problem, but that opponents are not willing or ready to solve it -

yet.  

Third, one would expect that if the current one were a problem of 

commitment, opponents would be serious about attempting to reach an agreement. 

                                                 
335 These were: 1) the costs and amount of fighting is expected to be elevated; 2) the opponents 
should discuss the possibility of an external power to monitor and eventually enforce any eventual 
agreement; 3) negotiations should be substantive; particularly they should discuss power sharing 
tools that would allow the agreement to be reinforced.  
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The above discussion about the peace process (which have abruptly ended in 

February of 2002) and possible negotiations underlines the fact that opponents did 

not seem serious about reaching any enduring agreement, ultimately because no 

feasible agreement between the parties exists. Two factors support my statement. 

One, opponents did not engage in substantive discussions. They spent 

innumerable hours “talking about the talks” and establishing criteria according to 

which the negotiations should be carried out.  

Two, the discussions were like town meetings between the populace, who 

expressed opinions in regards to projects for a future Colombia intertwined with 

criticism of the current government. Serious discussions can only take place 

between the opponents, and particularly in the Colombian case where the 

population is not part of the fighting though it pays for the costs of it. Moreover, 

serious discussions should at a minimum include conversations about a cease-fire, 

which only occurred as the conversations were failing, and conversations about 

institutional change (e.g., powersharing), which, to my knowledge, never 

occurred. 

In conclusion, opponent groups do not seem to fight in pursuit of a grand 

ideal, a mutually acceptable political arrangement, or for political power with the 

final goal of enhancing the socio-political position of the people they claim to 

represent, as existing theories would lead one to assume. Questioning the 
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character of opponent groups may be an essential step to understand the current 

conflict in Colombia as well as certain others. Only after this exercise is 

completed can viable solutions be sought. My dissertation has attempted to fill 

this important niche. 
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